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ABSTRACT
Between the Cracks:
From Squatting to Tactical Media Art in the Netherlands, 1979–1993
by
Amanda Wasielewski
Advisor: David Joselit
In the early 1980s, Amsterdam was a battleground. During this time, conflicts between
squatters, property owners, and the police frequently escalated into full-scale riots. Although the
practice of squatting was legally protected in the Netherlands, the formation of a social movement
around squatting in the mid- to late ’70s brought about a turbulent period exacerbated by economic
hardship and widespread youth unemployment. Those active in the squatters’ movement sought to
carve out new spaces in the fabric of the city, guided by anarchist politics and a desire for
autonomy. These cracks, or temporary autonomous zones, in the established order created a model
of resistance that artists carried over into other fields of practice, particularly media art. In this
dissertation, I construct a history of media art in the Netherlands that is rooted in squatting (kraken
in Dutch). The verb kraken literally means “to crack open,” and artists used this technique, over the
course of the decade, to carve out autonomous platforms in urban and media space, including
illegal pirate radio and TV broadcasters and alternative art institutions. As network computing
technology—early forms of the internet—spread in the late ’80s, squatters and media artists saw its
potential as a means by which their autonomous communities could be extended. These activities
led to the development of the first internet service providers (ISPs) available to the Dutch public—
XS4ALL and De Digitale Stad (The Digital City)—in 1993. They were created, not by business
entrepreneurs or corporate entities but by a coalition of idealistic artists, activists, and anarchists
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who wanted to create a space—a platform—that would be open, democratic, autonomous, and
centered around art, politics, and culture rather than monetary exchange.
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INTRODUCTION

At the Slade School of Fine Art in London, where I received my master’s degree,
students were divided into three departments: painting, sculpture, and media (I was in the latter).
This third category was a catch-all term for both mechanically reproducible practices—
photography, film, video, digital animation etc.—and non-traditional material- or spatially-based
practices, such as installation and performance. In adding a media department to its two
traditional disciplines, this nineteenth-century art academy was responding to the dissolution (or
expansion) of art’s disciplinary boundaries in the latter half of the twentieth century, or, what
Rosalind Krauss has called the “post-medium condition.” In the opening statement of her book,
A Voyage on the North Sea: Art in the Age of the Post-Medium Condition, which addresses the
fate of medium specificity1 in this context, Krauss declares that she thought she “could simply
draw a line under the word medium, to bury it like so much critical toxic waste.”2 Instead, she
redefines it, developing a theory of medium specificity—called “differential specificity”—that
embraces the complexity of contemporary fine art practices. In this dissertation, I connect a
diverse group of practices in the Netherlands in the 1980s—urban squatting, painting,

1

The term “medium specificity” was coined by the American mid-century art critic Clement
Greenberg, who argued that art should be judged according to its truth to its medium (its
“medium specificity”). For example, if painting is defined as a flat, two-dimensional medium,
painters should create works that appear flat with no false illusions or perspectival tricks that
deceive the viewer into seeing a three-dimensional scene. He was a champion of Jackson
Pollock, Barnett Newman, and other Abstract Expressionist and Color Field painters. See,
Clement Greenberg, “Post Painterly Abstraction,” Art International 8, no. 5–6 (1964): 63.
2
Rosalind E. Krauss, A Voyage on the North Sea: Art in the Age of the Post-Medium Condition
(New York: Thames & Hudson, 2000), 5.
1

television/video, event/exhibition curation, and others—to the development of internet culture in
the early 1990s. In so doing, I too could have drawn a line not only under “medium” but also
“media art.” However, just as “medium” opened up the discursive field that Krauss found most
useful for her writing, “media art” is that which is most useful for mine. The term, therefore,
requires some preliminary discussion.
The Slade’s definition of media art is but one working definition, a derivative of terms
such as mixed media and intermedia that uses the word media simply as a plural of medium.
Krauss, on the other hand, sees media as that which relates to “technologies of communication,”
and, so, pluralizes medium to mediums.3 This implies that media art is defined by its connection
to the media (i.e., print, broadcast, etc). Adjacent to this, media art could also be described as
work that is created through mechanically reproducible means. Despite its ambiguity, the term is
a well-established sub-discipline of both artistic practice and art history. Held within the question
of defining media art is the question of defining the medium.
The origins of the medium, according to Krauss, lie in technique, which is reflected, in
turn, in how artistic techniques were divided within the academy for pedagogical purposes.4
Although most art schools still attempt to provide their students with some form of technical
instruction, they simply do not have the capacity to teach all the myriad techniques that are
employed in the making of contemporary art. Additionally, artists no longer hone or refine one
set of technical skills, which further complicates the task of technical instruction. While
mechanical or technical skill is no longer an important criterion in evaluating art, the practice of
contemporary art has seen an amplification and multiplication of available skillsets over the

3
4

Krauss, A Voyage on the North Sea, 57 nt 4.
Krauss, A Voyage on the North Sea, 7.
2

course of the modern period. The changes made to the degree program of another nineteenthcentury art school in London, the Royal College of Art, exemplify this multiplication. The
school’s strategy seems to have been to simultaneously consolidate and expand its disciplinary
departments. In so doing, it created a degree in Contemporary Art Practice with sub-specialties
like Moving Image, Performance, and Public Sphere that exists alongside separate degrees in
Painting, Photography, Sculpture, etc. Every art school seems to have found a different solution
as to how to deal with multi-disciplinarity in contemporary art. The Slade came up with the
imperfect solution of relegating each and every non-traditional medium to one non-descript
lumpen mass of media while preserving the historical categories of painting and sculpture. There
were, ultimately, some students who found this arrangement unsatisfactory. Over the course of
my two-year program, a fair number of students from painting and sculpture—already miniscule
departments in comparison to the media department—transferred to media in search of a more
open-ended mandate for their work.
Perhaps even more puzzling than labeling such a wide variety of artistic practices media
art is the tendency to single out some of them as “new media art,” which, much like
contemporary art, vacates the modifying adjective that precedes it of any relative meaning and
replaces it with the particularity (and peculiarity) of art historical periodization. At the time of its
founding, De Waag Society, a media arts organization set up in 1994 by Marleen Stikker and
Caroline Nevejan, two veterans of the alternative art and culture scene in Amsterdam, called
itself a center for “Old and New Media.” This description concisely reflects the tenor of media
art discourse in the mid-’90s, during which definitions and categorizations of “old” and “new”
were developed to try to understand the shift in media production and consumption to the
personal computer. Equally telling is the fact that De Waag currently describes itself as a center
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for “technology and society.” The reference to technology positions the organization away from
any association it may have previously had with the media (i.e., communications). In the context
of my research, however, maintaining the connection between media art and communications
media is essential.
Despite the clear and precise parameters of new media that Lev Manovich outlines in his
foundational text, The Language of New Media, the category of new media art still, linguistically
speaking, contains the aforementioned temporal ambiguity.5 However, just as terms such as
contemporary art and modern art delimit their own specific fields of inquiry, new media art and
media art likewise signify particular discursive fields of art practice and art history and, so, the
meanings of these terms are more specific than the words alone suggest. Although the terms
media art and new media art are sometimes used interchangeably, the latter is typically defined
as artwork made with digital tools or somehow inhabiting digital spaces and devices.6 In the
absence of other terms, I use these terms, particularly media art, in order to broadly situate my
writing in relation to this field, which like any other field has its own internal disagreements
regarding scope.
Broadly speaking, then, this dissertation is a history of media art that seeks to bridge the
divide between old and new media. More specifically, it is a pre-history of internet art in the
Netherlands in the long 1980s, meaning that it traces the practices that made Amsterdam an
important hub of internet/media art and theory in the following decade. The practices I address—
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urban squatting, alternative print media, painting, video/television, exhibitions/events, and
others—have, at least superficially, little to do with the internet or computers. As the goal of this
research was to understand why there was such a close relationship between artists and internet
culture in the Netherlands in the ’90s, I was surprised to find that the digital and computer art
produced in the ’80s was less relevant to this line of inquiry than the other types of work I
discuss. Given this trajectory and the ways in which it diverges from the histories of internet art
that place it more firmly in the context of digital art, I would like to briefly review the term
“internet art” and some of its attendant literature.
Internet art is typically defined as work that is created to be seen and experienced
online— i.e., visible in web browsers and locatable via URLs (web addresses). This term and its
now-dated shorter formulation “net art” were popularized in the mid-’90s by a small group of
artists and theorists who were connected to the Net.art movement and active in online artistic
communities like the <nettime> mailing list, a project organized by Dutch theorist Geert Lovink
and German artist Pit Schultz in 1995.7 Once these practices were given the status of a medium,
a rush to define its medium specificity ensued. In the process of reviving the rhetoric of modern
avant-gardism, an influential group of European artists and theorists turned to Clement
Greenberg, the American critic who dominated mid-twentieth-century modern art, to frame their
understanding of internet art. These analyses have often disguised the much more compelling
theoretical relationship between internet art and other versions of modernism, particularly those
that concerned themselves with connecting art and everyday life. Books like Julian Stallabrass’s
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Internet Art: The Online Clash of Culture and Commerce (2003) and the UK-based Mute
magazine provided influential contributions to this line of thinking.8
The Greenbergian discourse on internet art was advanced primarily by German theorist
Tilman Baumgärtel, whose 1999 book Net.art—Materialien zur Netzkunst became one of the
field’s foundational texts.9 The argument that media art, in order to be considered art, should
reflect the “unique character of the medium” and let the “material of the medium speak” is also
advanced in Arjun Mulder and Maaike Post’s Boek voor de elektronische kunst (2000) [Book for
the Electronic Arts].10 Other books that followed, such as Rachel Greene’s Internet Art (2004),
solidified the discourse on internet art as a contained category of art, a subset of new media art
with a particular development and a set of specific qualities.11 The Greenbergian argument is rehashed again by Josephine Bosma, a critic who was an active participant in the mid-’90s
discourse on internet art in the Netherlands, in her book Nettitudes: Let’s Talk Net Art (2011).12
Looking back to early internet art, Bosma attempts to define its relationship, once and for all, to
both the mainstream art world and the new media art world.13 Following Baumgärtel, she argues
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that Krauss’s revised account of medium specificity provides a useful model for discussing
internet art, despite the fact that such work (i.e., internet/digital/computer art) is a major blind
spot for Krauss.14
The key underlying question, here, is whether “internet” can be considered a medium at
all, at least in the same limited way that, say, painting has traditionally been defined as one. How
can a work of art be made from internet? Where does the internet exist? Is it in the code? The
images and text in the browser window? The server that hosts the site? The protocols that allow
communication between your machine and the server? The space in between? These questions
are not new; they were, of course, being asked by and from those making browser-based art in
the 1990s.
Drawing from Krauss’s account of medium specificity in film theory in A Voyage on the
North Sea, the answer would seem to be that all of these qualities are part of an interdependent,
aggregate medium.15 Krauss deepens this idea by adding Jacques Derrida’s theories of selfdifference to it, defining the medium as something aggregate and layered that lacks the
singularity, pureness, or autonomy modernists sought to assign to it.16 Nevertheless, in
characterizing film, via the work of artist Marcel Broodthaers, as a “medium whose specificity is
to be found in its condition as self-differing,” Krauss merely reverses the terms of the modernist
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medium. Singularity (or purity) is, now, a negative rather than a positive attribute, and only a few
worthy artists “have embraced the idea of differential specificity, which is to say the medium as
such.”17 She defines the medium as “aggregative, a matter of interlocking supports and layered
conventions,” but there is no real reason that any of the aggregative, self-differing mediums she
cites—film, opticality (color field painting), or fiction (in the work of Broodthaers)—has to be
labelled a medium at all.18 They could just as easily be termed temporary categorizations,
changing constellations of associations that exist within written arguments rather than in some
essential truth of the work. To declare that a body of work, or even a single artwork, has a
“master medium,” as Krauss does, negates the possibility of reframing that same work under a
multiplicity of categories (or, mediums).19
Krauss herself seems willing to entertain the arbitrariness of the term medium in the
context of her essay, writing, “…if I have decided in the end to retain the word ‘medium,’ it is
because for all the misunderstandings and abuses attached to it, this is the term that opens onto
the discursive field I want to address.”20 I deploy the term media art under similar conditions
throughout this dissertation. On the other hand, I use terms like television art or internet art
simply to indicate works that are broadcast to a television screen or appear in an internet browser
window, respectively. I do this primarily for reasons of clarity, not with the intention of
defending the medium specificity (or, even, differential specificity) of either category. My main
aim is, rather, to tie the present discussion to existing media art (and new media art) scholarship,
which often treats television, video, the internet, etc., as separate mediums. As much as the
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semantics of such terms can be frustrating, they nevertheless act as helpful shorthand in the
absence of other terms.
My entry point into the topic of this dissertation was an interest in the conditions
surrounding the development of the first publicly accessible Dutch internet service providers—
XS4ALL and De Digitale Stad (The Digital City). They were developed in 1993, not by business
entrepreneurs or corporate entities but by a coalition of idealistic artists, activists, and anarchists
who wanted to create a space—a platform—that would be open, democratic, autonomous, and
centered around art, politics, and culture rather than monetary exchange. Hack-Tic, the group of
anarchist hackers who facilitated the project, expressed this idealism by calling their ISP
XS4ALL (“access for all”), and, working together with artists and cultural producers, they
created the ground-breaking public internet portal, De Digitale Stad, which was launched in
January 1994. I wanted to understand what happened in the Netherlands—and in Amsterdam in
particular—in the 1980s, that allowed this model of the internet to develop and which, in turn,
helped facilitate some of the earliest internet art. In order to do this, I needed to look into both
(traditionally-defined) artistic practices and political and spatial practices over the course of the
decade.
I argue that there is an artistic strategy—or de Certeauian “tactic”—that unites practices
as disparate as urban squatting, painting, television, and exhibition/event curation.21 Rather than
a medium born when the first web browsers were developed in the early ’90s, I would argue that
what we call internet art, particularly European browser-based work, was part of a longer
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aesthetic development that began before the browser, the World Wide Web, or the internet were
invented. The constellation of practices that I investigate are anchored theoretically to the
concept of kraken (“squatting” in Dutch), which has the same roots as the English verb “to
crack” and is literally translated as “to crack open.” Linguistically speaking, squatting is,
therefore, a more active gesture in Dutch: the act of breaking open as well as occupying. The
idea is that the tactic of “cracking open,” developed successfully in urban space, could also be
used as a technique in media and art—to crack open a new space within the established order and
establish what Hakim Bey has termed “temporary autonomous zones.”22 The fact that the word
kraken is also deployed in the context of computer hacking, like the English words crack and
hack, speaks to the elasticity of kraken as a practice. The forms that are created, through the use
of this tactic, are temporary platforms—spaces of autonomy wedged within the cracks of existing
infrastructures, rather than outside of them. The internet platforms that were created in the early
’90s, like De Digitale Stad, therefore, grew out of and became the manifestations and
implementation of this practice in the context of the emerging internet.
The four main chapters of this dissertation are arranged thematically and follow an
overlapping chronological trajectory. They are bookended by a prologue and an epilogue. The
city (or, the practice of squatting within it) is not the object of inquiry itself, but rather serves as a
metaphor and framing device for the artistic and aesthetic practices that I explore. In other
words, an attitude, rather than a political position, developed within the practice of squatting that
spreads to artistic practices and, ultimately, the use of emerging network technology. The
theoretical framework of this dissertation is, therefore, a series of theoretical shells or rings. The
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outermost ring concerns the dialectical relationship between Dutch artist/utopian architect and
member of the Situationist International (SI) Constant Nieuwenhuys23 and SI founder Guy
Debord. The next ring looks at the Dutch countercultural movement Provo and urban
redevelopment in Amsterdam during the ’60s, which took inspiration from the work of Constant.
Within these two rings is a third framework: the practice of squatting in the late ’70s and early
’80s and the formation of the squatter’s movement, which was influenced by Provo. These three
nested rings are set up in the prologue and first chapter in order to frame the artistic and aesthetic
practices I describe in chapters 2 to 4. Taken as a whole, this theoretical construction goes some
way to explaining the attitude that developed toward early network technology in the
Netherlands by the mid-’90s.
In the prologue, “Amsterdam, the Magic Center,” I begin by discussing how the Provos
established a tradition of activism and ludic protest that promoted social liberalism, anarchy,
progressive welfare programs, and public housing. These values were inherited by the next
generation of activists in the squatters’ movement of the late ’70s and ’80s, who developed and
molded them to conform to the less optimistic atmosphere and circumstances of their time.
In the first chapter, “Cracking the City,” I analyze the history of squatting in the
Netherlands in order to understand how the practice of squatting evolved from a pragmatic
solution to the shortage of housing to an organized social movement. I argue that the squatters’
movement, active in the late ’70s and early ’80s, created cracks in the established order and
platforms or temporary autonomous zones in the space of the city. The fissures that they created
in urban space redrew the city’s boundaries from within it, which undercut and destabilized the
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established social system as a whole. In light of the instability they caused, these cracks had to be
temporary in nature, but the pressure they created could easily manifest again elsewhere. To
squeeze one crack closed means that another one will burst open. Put enough pressure on the
system and the cracks might even precipitate total destruction. Cracks are agents of chaos but
also catalysts for reparation, regeneration, renewal, change, or reconstruction. This chapter
situates the development of these squatter tactics within the history of urban theory in the
Netherlands, particularly in light of the influence of Constant and Situationism. It also
investigates the importance of graffiti during the late ’70s and early ’80s in aiding the
delimitation of the temporary urban platforms created by squatters, making them visual. Graffiti,
a practice that goes hand-in-hand with squatting, became an expression of the ideological
intersections between squatting, artistic practice, and protest culture in the early 1980s.
Chapter 2, “Cracking Painting,” looks more closely at artist-squatters, particularly the
group of neo-expressionist painters known as De Nieuwe Wilden (The New Wild Ones).
Although art schools around the country became important meeting places for artists during the
late ’70s and early ’80s, rebellious young artists often dropped out or broke off from the more
traditional curricula offered at these institutions in favor of pursuing collective DIY projects,
such as starting their own bands and developing their own music/art venues in squatted spaces.
Squatter venues like W139, Aorta, and V2_ focused on media art, performances, and anarchic
exhibitions. Reacting against 1970s conceptual and minimalist art, the Nieuwe Wilden painters
were interested in creating an “image flow”—cracking into and occupying the “dead” field of
painting. These artists used painting as a platform for a frantic outpouring of imagery, processing
pop culture and television through a filter of raw, unpolished materials. At the time, artists in the
Netherlands benefited from generous state subsidies and social benefits as well “free” housing
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via the widespread practice of squatting, which gave them the time and financial resources to
develop DIY art spaces and new media experiments outside of traditional art institutions. Many
also benefited from the BKR (Beeldende Kunstenaars Regeling, Fine Artists Regulation), a
government program established after World War II that gave artists welfare payments in
exchange for artwork. This program was in crisis in the early ’80s, criticized for its uncritical
accumulation of “bad art.” The excess/over-production of imagery created by the Nieuwe
Wilden painters is, thus, mirrored in the government’s accumulation of a literal mountain of
artworks that was relegated to vast warehouses and, eventually, given away or disposed of in the
’90s.24
In addition to painting and making music, some of the Nieuwe Wilden painters discussed
in chapter 2 were also pioneers of pirate television in Amsterdam. Chapter 3, “Cracking the
Ether,” analyzes the earliest artist-led pirate TV project, PKP-TV, as an example of how squatter
tactics were applied to the media. The illegal channel, which was created by the artists Maarten
Ploeg (né van der Ploeg), Peter Klashorst, and Rogier van der Ploeg, stood for either PloegKlashorst-Ploeg or Pop-Kunst-Piraten (Pop Art Pirates) and made it its mission to crack open the
closed medium of television. In my analysis, I situate PKP and pirate cable TV in the
Netherlands within a longer history of both alternative TV projects internationally—such as the
Videofreex and TVTV—as well as video and film-based artworks shown on television both in
the Netherlands and abroad. I argue that artist-led pirate television in the Netherlands, like
squatters in urban space, cracked open the media space of television and created temporary
autonomous platforms. Attendant to this, pirate TV had an impact beyond television: its
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destabilizing influence gave voice to a short-lived political movement, De Reagering. Led by
Mike von Bibikov, this absurdist performance distilled the ennui of the “no future” generation
and operated under the slogan, “We have agreed that we do not agree, and we have decided not
to decide.” Rabotnik TV, the successor of PKP, played a central role in De Reagering, as it
provided the platform on which this type of work could stage greater societal disruptions. The
belief that pirate TV, particularly Rabotnik, was inciting squatter riots led, in 1982, to the
government of Amsterdam shutting down all pirate broadcasters in the city.25
The final chapter, “Passageways,” investigates the transitional period during which these
early ’80s practices developed into the emerging field of new media art in the Netherlands, led
by artists like David Garcia and organizations like V2_ and Mediamatic. I argue that urban space
served as a bridge and a metaphor to understanding how the practices of “cracking open”
existing structures and creating platforms within them could be continued through the use of new
media and new technological tools, primarily computer networks. In this chapter I look at how
the rhetoric of interactivity initially developed around television, starting with the 1985 media art
festival Talking Back to the Media. This festival used the city of Amsterdam as a platform to
“talk back” to mainstream popular culture and media, showing artworks in alternative gallery
spaces and squats as well as on television and radio. The former squatter venue V2_ also
transitioned during this time into an institute for “unstable media,” within which the potential for
freedom and autonomy in media space was explored. Additionally, Mediamatic, which was
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started by a group of artists organizing video art screenings in squatted spaces in the early 1980s,
transitioned into a media art magazine and a platform for new media theory during this time. By
the end of the decade and in the first few years of the ’90s, a series of “networked events”—
events that utilized nascent internet technology—were staged, establishing a link between former
squatters (and their tactics) and the radical leftwing media art platforms, practices, and theory of
the ’90s.
On one side of the passageway described in chapter 4 is the city and, on the other, is the
digital city. In the epilogue, “Squatting the Digital City,” I discuss the creation of the internet
portal De Digitale Stad in early 1994, arguing that it is the culmination of the tactical media
practices and platform-building outlined in the previous chapters. From the city to the digital
city, this dissertation bridges the fuzzy divide between old and new media, but, more pressingly,
it aims to investigate the specific origins of new media art, how it has been defined and
developed, and what histories influence not only the works themselves but the discourse they
participate in. Paradoxically (given the terms I have at my disposal), what we call internet art
was not born purely as a product of computer networking but, rather, as part of a longer history
of media tactics that I outline in this text.
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PROLOGUE
AMSTERDAM, THE MAGIC CENTER

On the 26th and 27th of November 1962, the Netherlands was captivated by its first
nationwide telethon. The program, called Open Het Dorp, was a continuous 24-hour television
and radio broadcast, organized to raise funds for a new community for the physically disabled
outside of Arnhem called Het Dorp (The Village).1 People tuned in across the country, staying
up through the night to watch the broadcast and pledge donations.2 A day later, on the 28th of
November, the former Queen of the Netherlands, Wilhelmina, died. Her funeral on December 8th
was the first royal funeral to be broadcast on television. The spectacular endurance test of the
telethon, hosted by presenter Mies Bouwman during its entire length, and the media pageantry
that accompanied the passing of the monarch a week later served as inspiration for the first selfdescribed “happening” in the Netherlands.3 On December 9, 1962, artists and poets gathered in
the studio of the painter Rik van Bentum to stage Open het graf (Open the Grave), the title of
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which referenced both media spectacles.4 The event consisted of beat-style poetry readings and a
variety of performances around the theme of “necrophilia” and was organized by Dutch poet and
performance artist Simon Vinkenoog together with Americans Melvin Clay and Frank Stern.5
This first happening was a key moment in the pre-history of Provo, a youth movement of
artists, poets, and anarchist activists that sought to provoke the authorities and institutions in the
Netherlands between 1965 and 1967. Provo laid the foundations for Amsterdam’s persistent
reputation for youth culture, liberalized drug policy, individual freedom, and tolerance. The
symbol that was later adopted as the logo of the movement, known as the Gnot-appeltje (Gnot
apple) [Fig.1], was created for Open het graf by performance artist/“magician” Robert Jasper
Grootveld and medical student Bart Huges. It was, in part, a representation of the
circumambulatory canal rings of the old city of Amsterdam, dubbed the “Magisch Centrum”
(“the magic center”) by Grootveld, and a boundary within which a new idea of Dutch society
was forming with new rules of play.6 At the center of the drawing is the Gnot-appeltje; Gnot was
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a portmanteau of God and genot (pleasure) that Grootveld used as a ritualistic incantation. It
resembled “een appeltje met stip” (“an apple with a stem”).7 Branching out around the Gnotappeltje are a variety of doodles that are shown evolving into the central symbol, including a
fetus, a brain, a marijuana plant, a penis, an anus excreting, a flower, a man smoking a cigarette,
and, of course, the city of Amsterdam. The city’s central canal rings form the outer shell of the
apple, its stem the Amstel River, and the hole at the center would later come to represent the
position of the Lieverdje8, a small statue of a boy in the square at the Spui that had been financed
by a cigarette manufacturer and, thus, became the site of Grootveld’s anti-smoking performances
in the ’60s.9
Dutch artists, like artists internationally in the early ’60s, were simultaneously fascinated
and revolted by the rise of advertising and the role of the media in promoting consumption. For
Grootveld, who was addicted to cigarettes, tobacco advertising was the epitome of unhealthy
consumerism and corporate greed, and his first anti-smoking action in 1961 was to deface these
ads with the letter K for kanker (cancer) [Fig.2].10 This anti-consumerist attitude was carried
through Grootveld’s activities within the Provo movement. According to Niek Pas, “In the eyes
of the Provos, the individual was at risk of becoming a faceless plaything in an increasingly
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massified, bureaucratic, and consumerist society.”11 As Pas argues, Provo expertly utilized the
mass media, including television, to promote their activities as well as to critique their
increasingly mediated society.12

Robert Jasper Grootveld
As a young man in the 1950s, Grootveld found his way into the bohemian milieu of
writers and poets who gathered around the subcultural hotspot of Leidseplein in Amsterdam.
During that time, he invented and enacted a variety of roles for spontaneous performances in
public space, which were reported on by the local press.13 He often dressed as a shaman-like
figure or as the character Zwarte Piet from the Dutch Sinterklaas (Saint Nicholas) holiday. After
a hospital stay in 1961, during which he was not allowed to smoke, Grootveld realized the extent
to which he was addicted to cigarettes and began an obsessive solo campaign to deface the many
billboards and outdoor advertisements for cigarettes around Amsterdam. Grootveld’s target was
not primarily the cigarettes—paradoxically, he continued to smoke his entire life—but, rather,
the advertising that he blamed for his addiction, saying, “advertisement, that was my enemy.”14
This interest in advertising was inspired by his experiences traveling around the world
while working as a crew member on a ship. He recalled encountering medicine men in Africa,
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“In de ogen van de provo's dreigde het individu een anonieme speelbal van de toenemende
massificatie, bureaucratisering en consumptiemaatschappij te worden.” Niek Pas, Provo!:
mediafenomeen 1965–1967 (Amsterdam: Wereldbibliotheek, 2015), 9.
12
Pas, Provo!
13
Grootveld also more privately staged photograph of himself in these roles, including a series of
photographs of himself dressed in feminine attire.
14
“‘De reclame, dat was mijn vijand.’” Qtd. Duivenvoorden, Magiër van een nieuwe tijd: het
leven van Robert Jasper Grootveld, 179.
19

whose magic spells created trance-like states, which, according to Grootveld, were similar to the
state of addiction in Western culture. Advertising was hypnotizing the public, casting magic
spells and creating a dependence on consumption that forced people to relinquish control and
responsibility for their actions. Grootveld said, “I was fascinated by the phenomenon of
advertising: the repetition of the image, always that image, the repetition of the advertising
slogan. […] In Africa, I understood what a disastrous influence hypnosis and magic can have.
[…] I saw the public influencers [including the creators of advertising] as medicine men.”15 This
initial revelation about the Western medicine man of the advertising world ushered in his next
step towards becoming a “magician” himself.
After being prosecuted and imprisoned for thirty days for the vandalism of the
advertisements, Grootveld decided to change his tactic.16 Before his imprisonment, Grootveld
had begun to conduct séances in the attic room he was living in, which included long sustained
laughing, lit cigarette butts, a smoke machine, wearing face paint, and a combination of
“meditation, concentration, and acrobatics.”17 Grootveld and others in his circle, notably the
medical student Bart Huges, practiced headstands and yoga in order to create a rush of blood to
the head and produce a natural high.
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After his release, Grootveld was able to find a larger venue for these performances,
obtained with the help of an eccentric restaurant owner, Nicolaas Kroese, owner of d’Vijff
Vlieghen (the Five Flies) on the Spuistraat. Kroese had made a name for himself in the United
States and his restaurant in Amsterdam was an early attraction for American tourists and
celebrities. After the death of his mother from cancer, Kroese became convinced that the rise of
cancer was connected with the atom bomb and radioactive cosmic energy.18 Kroese was
impressed by Grootveld’s mystical anti-smoking rituals and offered him an old carpentry
workshop at Korte Leidsedwarsstraat 31 with the hope that he would spread cancer awareness
through his performances there.19 Grootveld set to work creating the K-Kerk (K-Church) and,
with the help of friends, publicized his rituals there.
The K-Kerk opened on March 17, 1962, and Grootveld performed nearly every day for a
month with a crowd of around 25–30 people. He conducted his ritual at an altar of burning
cigarette butts, accompanied by African music and surrounded by cigarette advertisements
[Fig.3]. His lips were painted red with white and black stripes on his face that gave him a
skeleton-like appearance, and he wore a headdress with a tobacco pipe sticking out of it [Fig.4].
The church was prepared with a thick layer of cigarette smoke and the participants in the ritual
were required to smoke as an “offering.” The second part of the ritual consisted of “mass
hysteria” where the participants would perform the “Hoest Song” (“cough song”), repeatedly
making a cough-like sound: “uche, uche, uche.” Then, in order to “defeat” the addiction, the
participants evoked the spirit of “publicity” with the “Publicity Song” where the (English) words
“publicity, publicity, publicity… mooooore publicity…” would be chanted in a wave of sound.
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And, finally, the participants would “laugh the advertisements away” to symbolize they were not
addicted.20
In May 1964, Grootveld began performing at the Spui in Amsterdam next to the
Lieverdje [Fig.5], which was just around the corner from d’Vijff Vlieghen. The fact that a
cigarette manufacturer donated the money for the statue fit well with Grootveld’s anti-smoking
mythology and it was, therefore, an ideal location to move his anti-smoking rituals. The statue’s
subject, a mischievous young boy, had further symbolic potency for Grootveld: childhood and its
magical aspects were a recurrent theme for him. As noted, many of his performances revolved
around the mythology of the Sinterklaas holiday. In the Dutch legend, Saint Nicholas travels to
Holland from Spain, bringing with him a black slave (or, later, multiple slaves) named Zwarte
Piet (Black Pete). Portrayed as either goofy or malevolent, Piet is commonly (still to this day, but
also in Grootveld’s time) shown as a golliwog-style caricature and depicted by white Dutch
people dressed in blackface. The Zwarte Piet costume typically consists of dark brown blackface
makeup with bright red lips, wigs, gold earrings, and stockings. As the racist nature of Zwarte
Piet was only first debated by the wider Dutch public starting in the mid-2000s, Grootveld would
have given little to no thought to the racist connotations of the stereotype. It is likely that he
incorporated elements of this character into his anti-smoking performances as a way to tap into
the childlike wonder and magic of the holiday. His fixation on blackface may have also been
influenced by the 1950s pleiner subculture he was part of during the 1950s, which, like beat or
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hipster subculture in the United States, was comprised of young white people interested in
African-American culture and musical forms, particularly jazz.21
He used the K to symbolize both Kanker and Klaas in the performances at the Lieverdje,
proclaiming to his followers that “Klaas komt!” (“Klaas is coming!”). Grootveld said, “If he
comes, oh that is a light […] Klaas makes everything possible, what is not possible now because
we all fumble in the darkness of our own ignorance. That will be revealed because it is so.”22
Various fringe religious groups in Amsterdam were attracted to Grootveld’s performances to
pray for his soul, which did not bother Grootveld in the least. He said, “I found it altogether
beautiful. That is exactly what I wanted, a revival of everything that swirled around the religious
and then came together in the Magic Center.”23 The eccentric Grootveld was, it seems, happier to
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classify himself as a priest than an artist, which perhaps explains why he has not been integrated
into histories of European performance art of the 1950s and ’60s. He first became involved with
exhibitions, performances, and happenings—sometimes in galleries, sometimes not—through
friends he had met while hanging around Leidseplein, listening to jazz, and smoking marijuana.
According to Grootveld, his happenings superseded mere art. “I am not an artist,” he said, “what
I do is real.”24
In late 1964, Grootveld also began incorporating the word “imaazje” in his performances
at the Lieverdje—a take on (and pronounced similarly to) the French word image. As noted,
Grootveld was concerned with the repetition of images in advertising from the very start of his
anti-smoking activities in 1961, and his rituals were a way to strip away the layers of artifice that
surrounded modern media images. For an artist who was, above all, concerned with exorcizing
the manipulation of advertising culture, it was essential for him to go beyond the image and
create a kind of alternate reality through ritualistic performance. By staging rituals, Grootveld
attempted to open up doorways to an alternate reality rather than create images or representations
of the current reality of consumption. He thrived in the dope-fueled youth culture of Amsterdam,
among fringe religious groups and in the public realm rather than within art galleries or
institutions. His life and work were part of series of free-floating associations, without much in
the way of planning or foresight. That is why, despite his ambivalent politics, he is mainly
remembered for his connection to the Provo movement rather than as a performance artist. His
association with Provo gave the movement an aesthetic and artistic component and gave
Grootveld a political affiliation.
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In 1965, a group of young anarchists began attending Grootveld’s weekly performances
at the Lieverdje and, in the summer of that year, handed out the first issue of their anarchist
magazine Provo at the event. Provo maintained the stance that the role of anarchist youth culture
was to provoke the mainstream. Roel van Duijn, the political and ideological heart of the
publication, was attracted to Grootveld’s provocative energy and originality. Thus began the
collaboration between leftwing radicals and the magician of Amsterdam.

Provo and the White Plans
The term provo was coined in the doctoral dissertation of sociologist and criminologist
Wouter Buikhuisen, whose work analyzed the deviant behavior of the nozems, the Dutch
subcultural equivalent of teddy boys in the UK and greasers in the US in the 1950s. Buikhuisen’s
dissertation characterized the behavior of working class youths as a negative and disruptive force
in Dutch society; he created the term provo from the Dutch verb provoceren (to provoke) to
describe youths who engaged in provocative and anti-social behavior.25 The media were quick to
pick up Buikhuisen’s term, and, following the media’s lead, the nascent anarchist movement led
by Roel van Duijn soon ironically adopted the term as their own.26 Van Duijn was joined by Rob
Stolk, Hans Metz, Hans Tuynman, Olaf Stoop, Luud Schimmelpennink, and others in producing
the magazine from their headquarters at Karthuizerstraat 14 in the Jordaan neighborhood of
Amsterdam, and they soon began to frequent Grootveld’s performances at the Lieverdje.27
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As a student of art history as well as philosophy and politics, Van Duijn connected his
anarchist political ideology to the Dada movement.28 Although Grootveld was not a welleducated intellectual like Van Duijn, his Dada-like activities and attitude appealed to Van Duijn.
The first issue of Provo was published on July 12, 1965, and began with a manifesto heralding a
movement that would be open to everyone and against everything, stating:
PROVO is a monthly for anarchists, provo’s, beatniks, pleiners, scissor-grinders29,
jailbirds […] PROVO is against capitalism, communism, fascism, bureaucracy,
militarism, snobbery, professionalism, dogmatism, and authoritarianism. […] PROVO
realizes that it will ultimately lose, but it does not want to pass up the chance to provoke
this society at least one more heartfelt time.30
The message of Provo was noteworthy in its cynicism and irony, eschewing the typical
utopianism of leftwing movements in favor of resignation: nothing will change and we will
ultimately lose, they say, but we can at least take the opportunity to provoke people. In this way,
Provo captured the youthful ennui that sociologists like Buikhuisen found so troubling. It was
proto-punk in its lack of hope for the future, a sentiment that is captured in Buikhuisen’s
analysis; he cites the hardships and upheaval of the Second World War and the ensuing threat of
nuclear annihilation as factors that “make the future hopeless and lead to a provisional way of
living, to living in the now, in this moment.”31 Due to the effects of the war on the young people
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of the Netherlands, Provo was already more pessimistic than some of their counter-cultural
counterparts in the United States.32 When punk arrived in the Netherlands in the late 1970s, it
could not avoid the long shadow of Provo. In the early ’80s, former Provo members such as
Grootveld could still be found hanging around bars and clubs at the Spui and the Leidseplein. As
a result, they mingled with the younger generation of anarchists and punks, and these veteran
provocateurs served as inspiration for protest activities in Amsterdam in the early ’80s.33
Provo’s embrace of the media reflects the ambiguous political position they took: they
organized provocative gestures of resistance but forswore the possibility these gestures would
effect lasting revolutionary change. According to Pas, “[…] the Provos were also children of
their time: they tried out the latest printing techniques, embraced the upcoming computer age,
and played avidly on the latest achievements of mass communication, such as television and
illustrated press.”34 The Provo movement was more concerned with the artificiality of a new
consumer world that created a populace that was “drugged” and “dehumanized” rather than a
denouncement of new media communication and consumerist objects in and of themselves.35
Like Grootveld conducting his anti-smoking rituals while continuing to smoke himself, Provo
was both critical of and unable to resist the world of advertising, media promotion, and image
consumption.
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Despite the cynicism of their manifesto, Provo did in fact alter the shape of Dutch culture
and society in meaningful ways. The activities of Provo fostered Holland’s (and particularly
Amsterdam’s) reputation for openness, tolerance, decriminalization of drugs and sex, and vibrant
youth culture; it is a reputation that, whether justified or not, lives on today. As noted, Provo was
hugely media savvy in the way they publicized their activities.36 According to Marga van
Mechelen, “The happenings by both Grootveld and Provo were very much media events. The
Provo strategies, with provocations as their aim and not just as effect, were contemporary
strategies par excellence, inevitably acted out in front of the eye of the camera. Whoever
controlled the channels to mass media had the power in their hands.”37
The most dramatic media spectacle staged by Provo revolved around the royal wedding
of Dutch Crown Princess Beatrix in 1966. The announcement in 1965 that the princess would
marry a former member of the German army and the Hitler Youth, Claus von Amsberg (né
Klaus), was hugely controversial for the Dutch people, as the indignities of the German
occupation were still fresh in many people’s minds. The wedding thus became a flashpoint of
protest for Provo. Grootveld’s Sinterklaas-inspired declaration “Klaas komt” seemed to find its
real-world manifestation in the impending royal wedding (Klaas became Klaus), and, on the day
of the wedding March 10, 1966, members of Provo set off smoke bombs as the royal carriage
made its way through Amsterdam. These protests made the front page of international
newspapers, including The New York Times [Fig.6], the following morning.
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Although the protests during the royal wedding proved to be their most far-reaching
media spectacle, Provo is also remembered for their less spectacular but far more prescient
proposals for improvements in everyday life. Beginning in the summer of 1965, they began to
introduce their “white plans,” a series of plans that proposed an alternative vision for urbanism in
opposition to the typical highway-and-high-rise development models of the 1960s. They
articulated these visions in playful ways, imagining an environmentally-friendly city space, with
a focus on social and economic justice.
The first white plan, the White Bicycle Plan, was introduced on July 28, 1965. It was
inspired by Grootveld’s slogan, “Fiets is iets, maar bijna niets!” (“A bike is something but
almost nothing”) and conceptualized by Luud Schimmelpennink [Fig.7]. For the unveiling of the
project, the Provos met at the Lieverdje to paint a bike white and introduce the plan, which called
for everyone to follow their lead and paint their bikes white and leave them around the city so
that anyone could pick up a bike and ride for free. It was the first proposal for a city-wide
bicycle-sharing program. According to their statement, the “asphalt terror of the motorized
bourgeoisie has gone on too long” and the common people could defy the “auto-autoriteit”
(“automobile authority”) through bicycle sharing.38
The next white plan that the Provos proposed was the White Chimney Plan, which sought
to cut down pollution in the city through a tax and which, again, proposed using white paint as a
marker, this time for the offending chimneys.39 Subsequently, in 1966, there was a flood of white
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plan ideas, as Provo invited anyone to offer up further suggestions.40 The White Chicken Plan41
sought to remake the police through disarming the force and allowing police chiefs to be
democratically elected, the White Wives Plan42 advocated for women’s reproductive rights and
access to contraception, the White Children Plan43 proposed a communal childcare initiative, and
others addressed a variety of social issues.
These plans, for the most part, were designed as and functioned as publicity stunts or
gimmicks rather than realistic proposals.44 The inherent sensationalism of this attracted criticism:
H.J.A. Hofland implies that the politics and supposed radicalism of Provo is a red herring,
writing, “Imagine that the White Bicycle Plan was not created by the Provo’s but, rather, the Boy
Scouts, the Public Broadcasting Service, or the Salvation Army […] What would the results be?
A sort of Open Het Dorp, without a doubt, a hundred free bikes donated, […] The gimmick does
it, not anarchism.”45 Provo, by their own declaration, had no intention of actually changing the
world. In fact, they seemed to be mainly interested in publicity and media attention and, perhaps
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not unlike other youth subcultures before them, a fashionable alternative lifestyle.46 It raises an
old question: are youth subcultures inherently political or merely concerned with superficial
aesthetics and fashion choices? Is the aesthetic and artistic output of such groups just as
important as the activist part or does it somehow diminish the activism? Provo Auke Boersma
said, “The punchline of the white plans was that they were not white plans but rather mindopeners. […] There were few people that understood that […] They were plans that puzzled
people so much that they had to think about it. They were, thus, really fantastical plans.”47 This
utopian urbanism was, at least in part, inspired by the Dutch Situationist Constant, who wrote for
Provo and whose influence on both Provo and the squatters’ movement is discussed at greater
length in chapter 1.48
In April 1966, Provo publicized a new White Housing Plan, which directly addressed the
housing shortage in Amsterdam, and was equal parts utopian fantasy, pragmatism, activism, and
aesthetic concept. 49 This plan politicized the housing shortage in an unprecedented way and,
thus, has the most bearing on the discussion of squatting that will follow. Although squatting in
the Netherlands was legally codified by the High Court in 1914 as a pragmatic stopgap to
address lack of adequate housing, the political consciousness behind it was new. The White
Housing Plan not only addressed Amsterdam’s lack of housing and proposed a ban on
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speculation but also advocated the squatting of empty or disused buildings in response. In sync
with the other white plans that called for various parts of the urban fabric to be marked with
white paint to signal their connection to Provo’s radical new models of urban life, the White
Housing Plan called for the doors of vacant dwellings to be painted white, giving potential
squatters a cohesive political identity for the first time. The Provo slogan “redt een pandje bezet
een pandje” (“save a property, occupy a property”) broadened the implication of squatting from
a way to solve individual housing needs to a political activity to save the fabric of the city from
largescale urban redevelopment projects. In the Nieuwmarkt neighborhood, for example,
developers planned to demolish large parts of the historic center of the city in order to build a
highway and metro station. In 1975, the protest actions of the emerging squatters’ movement,
which had evolved out of Provo, forced the government to abandon the plans to build the
highway, but the metro construction was completed as planned.50
White bikes, white doors, and white chimneys were one way that Provo began marking
space. Grootveld added ritualistic and mystical symbols to the equation, combining primitivism
and pop art. From the very first performances, he was an expert at attracting the attention of the
media and utilizing it to promote his ideas. The symbols that emerged from his work were both
brands/trademarks/logos and new occult symbols. The Gnot-appeltje appeared not only across
Provo publications and Grootveld’s performances but also as anonymous graffiti across the city.
This embrace of this “branding” of Amsterdam reflects the ambiguous stance that Provo took
between critique of consumer capitalism and media savviness. They were children of a new
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media age, raised alongside the rise of television and advertising and comfortable harnessing it
for their own personal and political ends.
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CHAPTER 1
CRACKING THE CITY
The last bit of Earth unclaimed by any nation-state was eaten up in 1899. Ours is
the first century without terra incognita, without a frontier. […] And—the map is
closed, but the autonomous zone is open.1
- Hakim Bey

The Dutch consider themselves a pragmatic people, a mindset that has often led to radical
or unorthodox solutions to social and political problems. Squatting in the Netherlands, which
was legal between 1914 and 2010, was one such unorthodox solution. In 1914, the Dutch High
Court ruled that citizens had the right to squat vacant or abandoned properties as long as certain
conditions were met. Even as the sociopolitical circumstances around squatting changed
dramatically over the course of the century, legal rights remained in place.2 It was, for the most
part, seen as a pragmatic solution to a quotidian problem: the shortage of access to affordable,

Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own.
1
Bey, TAZ, 100.
2
The Dutch government made squatting totally illegal in 2010. Before that time, squatting was
not a punishable offense in itself, as outlined in the text below. Squatters were, however, charged
with other punishable offenses such as trespassing, criminal damage/vandalism, and lack of
residential permit/legal housing provision. Squatter evictions were also processed as a result of a
property being declared a fire risk, at risk of collapse, or based on unhygienic conditions. In
1992, a new law was passed in the Tweede Kamer (the second legislative house of the Dutch
parliament) stipulating that squatting a property that had been empty for less than six months
would be punishable by law. In 1994, the regulations stipulated that a property had to be empty
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Provo’s, Kabouters en Krakers als stedelijke sociale beweging, 169, 261 nn. 138–139; Eric
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(Amsterdam: De Arbeiderspers, 2000), 307.
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adequate housing.3 While squatting in other parts of Europe coalesced alongside radical political
theory and rhetoric, the Dutch, at first, approached the idea of squatting not so much as a deviant
act but as a simple equation: if there was a surplus of empty properties and a surplus of people in
need of housing, it was only logical that those in need of housing would take over the empty
properties. By the time a more militant political movement began to form around squatting in the
mid-1970s, the practice was already well established.4

3

According to Virginie Mamadouh, there was no cohesive “ideology” to speak of within the
squatters’ movement nor were there any books or texts laying out the squatters’ ideology at the
time. Instead, squatters produced Kraakhandleidingen (squatting handbooks), which contained
practical information for squatters rather than political manifestos. BILWET (an abbreviation of
stichting tot bevordering van illegal wetenschap; aka in English ADILKNO, foundation for the
advancement of illegal knowledge), which is addressed in more detail later in this chapter,
published texts on political ideology within the squatters’ movement that had a wider political
and ideology scope beyond squatting. Radical factions of the movement in the 1980s, such as the
Political Wing of the Squatters’ Movement (PVK), also made ideological statements. According
to Geert Lovink, a member of BILWET who spent a considerable amount of time in Berlin
squats in the 1980s, the German squatters’ scene was more theory-minded than the pragmatic
Dutch scene. For a comprehensive history of squatting in Berlin see Alexander Vasudevan,
Metropolitan Preoccupations: The Spatial Politics of Squatting in Berlin (Oxford, UK: Wiley
Blackwell, 2015).
In 1990, BILWET published a book on the political and philosophical issues around the
squatters’ movement in Amsterdam, particularly with regard to the use of alternative media. It
was translated to English in 1994. Mamadouh, De stad in eigen hand: Provo’s, Kabouters en
krakers als stedelijke sociale beweging, 175, 179–81; BILWET, Bewegingsleer: kraken aan gene
zijde van de media (Amsterdam: Ravijn, 1990) / ADILKNO, Cracking the Movement: Squatting
Beyond the Media (Brooklyn: Autonomedia, 1994); Geert Lovink, interview by Amanda
Wasielewski, April 5, 2017.
David Garcia also notes the pragmatic aspect of squatting in the Netherlands in an interview by
Amanda Wasielewski, April 13, 2017.
4
The activities of the Aktiegroep Nieuwmarkt (Nieuwmarkt Action Group) against a planned
highway and metro station through the Nieuwmarkt neighborhood during the mid-’70s turned the
government against squatting, which had been tolerated as long as it remained unseen and did
not cause disruption to the city redevelopment plans. See Mamadouh, De stad in eigen hand:
Provo’s, Kabouters en krakers als stedelijke sociale beweging, 131.
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The chaos created by the German occupation during the Second World War, in many
ways, solidified the legitimacy of squatting in Amsterdam. Over 100,000 Dutch Jewish citizens
never returned from the concentration camps, which left many of the houses in the Jewish
quarter of Amsterdam, particularly the areas from Nieuwmarkt in the center to Waterlooplein,
the Plantagebuurt, and Weesperplein to the south and east, empty. During the famine and
shortages of the freezing cold Hunger Winter of 1944 and 1945, supply lines to the country were
curtailed as the citizens waited for liberation by the allied forces, and wood from many of these
vacant buildings was used for fuel, leaving them in a derelict state. After the liberation in 1945,
many of the structures were again occupied, though the disarray at the end of the war left their
ownership in dispute. Hoping to rectify this situation, a law was passed in 1947 that allowed any
occupants of these buildings to remain there, regardless of their legal rights to the properties.5
This unforeseen neighborhood clearance (i.e., the deportation, murder, and exile of the Jewish
people who lived there) and postwar upheaval set the stage for tabula rasa urban planning
initiatives, wherein the government sought to tear down the abandoned or decrepit housing stock
in the city center to make way for new hotels, office complexes, highways, and metro stations in
these areas in the following decades.6 The plans for Amsterdam were by no means unique; they
reflected widespread global urban planning trends during the era.7 Squatters and residents
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Mamadouh, 133; Caroline Nevejan and Alexander Badenoch, “How Amsterdam Invented the
Internet: European Networks of Significance 1980–1995,” in Hacking Europe: From Computer
Cultures to Demoscenes, ed. Gerard Alberts and Ruth Oldenziel (London: Springer, 2014), 193.
6
These planning initiatives were mostly geared toward the creation of business districts and
propelled by Dutch entrepreneurs. Kees Schuyt and Ed Taverne, 1950: Prosperity and Welfare
(Assen: Royal Van Gorcum, 2004), 163.
7
A group of modern architects affiliated with CIAM (Congrès internationaux d'architecture
modern) promoted and popularized the International Style of architecture between 1928 and
1959. As outlined in Klemek, their ideas took hold in urban planning circles in the postwar years.
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vociferously protested these changes and, in so doing, preserved numerous historic buildings
from demolition.8
With the resolution—through defeat or completion—of many of these government urban
renewal initiatives by the late 1970s, squatters increasingly saw their chief adversaries as real

Younger members of the group were instrumental in the dissolution of CIAM. They were known
as Team X because they were assembled in order to plan the proposed tenth congress of the
organization. While heterogenous in their philosophies, they rejected many of the tenets of both
architecture and urban planning developed by older CIAM members (prominent among them Le
Corbusier), i.e., one-size-fits-all bureaucratic, rationalized projects. Two Dutch architects
featured prominently in this group: Jacob Bakema and Aldo van Eyck. They were influential
commentators through their roles as editors of Forum, where they promoted Dutch Structuralism.
Constant, discussed in detail in this chapter, briefly collaborated with Van Eyck in the 1950s.
Despite the activities of these architects, functionalist urban planning projects such as the
Bijlmermeer complex and city center renewal projects persisted into the ’70s. See Christopher
Klemek, The Transatlantic Collapse of Urban Renewal: Postwar Urbanism from New York to
Berlin (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012)
8
In the Netherlands in the ’60s, protesters saw urban planning initiatives as local issues that
required local grassroots efforts. Although the wider protest movement incorporated anti-nuclear
and anti-war protests, Provo focused primarily on the local context in the Netherlands and
affecting change on that level. Although 1945–1975 was a period of decolonization for former
Dutch colonies, the (mostly white) Dutch activists of Provo were not particularly interested in
cultivating solidarity with former colonists or newly arriving immigrant groups. They did not by
and large concern themselves with the geopolitical activities of the Dutch government during this
period, apart from involvement in nuclear proliferation. The grassroots efforts of Dutch activists
in the ’60s and early ’70s parallel similar local movements that fought proposals for new
highways and roadways and argued in favor of preserving and protecting existing
neighborhoods. These grassroot movements proliferated in the United States in the 1950s and
’60s and Europe in the ’60s and ’70s. Klemek argues that public backlash against urban renewal
in Germany (Berlin in particular) was not as strong as it was in the US. He writes that “Germans
in cities like Berlin became the true heirs of New Left urbanism.” Opposition to urban renewal in
Amsterdam is, thus, superficially more analogous to the US context than that of Berlin, although
the scale, social structure, and demographics of Amsterdam set it apart from US examples. See
Klemek, 133–173, 237.
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estate speculators rather than city planners.9 The often-corrupt absentee landlords who owned
vacant properties around the city regularly employed gangs of thugs to harass squatters who had,
in fact, occupied the properties in accordance with the law. It was during this time that squatting
in Amsterdam became more than just a question of practicality. The conflict between private
property and squatting rights was, essentially, a conflict between competing conceptions of the
city, whether the city is a cooperative entity that belongs to the people or whether it is a
collection of commodities and assets that belong to private individuals. The logical solution for
squatters was to begin “habiting” urban space (rather than existing in pre-prescribed
“habitats”).10 In other words, they needed to develop their own sense of what French theorist
Henri Lefebvre called the “right to the city.”11 The squatters set about using (and re-using) the

9

There were still some city-led projects—particularly those that reflected the city’s interest in
developing tourist facilities and offices in the city center—that pitted the municipal government
and the squatters against each other (for example, the Wijers/Holiday Inn issue in 1984, see note
118 below). The ongoing campaign against the Stopera (city hall/opera complex) development at
Waterlooplein and the objections to the city hosting the 1992 Olympics (which they bid for
beginning in 1985) were also issues in which the squatters faced off against the municipal
government. Additionally, the squatters still saw the police and the city government as
“enemies” due to the increasingly violent tactics used by the police and the ME during evictions
in the late ’70s and throughout the ’80s. However, since squatters also took advantage of
individual government benefits, primarily unemployment benefits as well as subsidies and the
acquisition of properties that the government renovated into social housing, their opposition to
the government was not without compromise or ambiguity. Opposition to property speculators,
on the other hand, was relatively clear-cut. See Mamadouh, De stad in eigen hand: Provo’s,
Kabouters en krakers als stedelijke sociale beweging, 197; ADILKNO, Cracking the Movement,
90.
10
Henri Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution, trans. Robert Bononno (Minneapolis: Minnesota
Press, 2003) 81–82.
11
Lefebvre outlined the idea of the “right to the city” in Le Droit à La Ville: Suivi de Espace et
Politique (Paris: Anthropos, 1968). The concept has subsequently been interpreted in a number
of ways that are often not clearly defined. Lefebvre, however, defines it as a revolutionary
demand by the people for “a transformed and renewed right to urban life.” He describes the
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city instead of allowing it to become a ghost town of dormant assets. To use Lefebvre’s
terminology, they playfully and creatively staked out a claim to urban life.12 In so doing, the
squatters first had to rethink the configuration of space, draw up new boundaries and invent new
structures in the cracks of the existing city’s limits. The city space had long since been (almost)
entirely parceled out, carved up, and delineated, with boundaries designed to protect the
ownership rights of individuals. This foreclosed any possibility of new, communal spaces outside
the tightly controlled system of private property and forced squatters to find solutions within the
existing system.
In this chapter, I set up a theoretical and historical framework for the subsequent chapters
of this dissertation. The city and the practice of squatting act as entrypoints to and metaphors for
a host of practices in media, art, and technology that developed in or were inspired by the
squatters’ movement. I begin this chapter by outlining the theoretical framework for the work I
discuss, which revolves around Hakim Bey’s concept of the temporary autonomous zone (TAZ)
and reimagines this concept in the context of squatting or kraken (cracking open). This theory
foregrounds my argument that urban and artistic practices during this period work to create

flight of populations out of the “deteriorated and unrenovated city” (i.e., increasing depopulation
of urban centers and suburbanization). Lefebvre’s theorization is part of a wave of intellectual
thought in the years after World War II that sought to challenge the hegemony of powerful city
planners and consumer and corporate interests in the construction of the post-war city. Henri
Lefebvre, “The Right to the City,” in Writings of Cities, trans. Eleonore Kofman and Elizabeth
Lebas (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1996), 158. For interpretations see Peter Marcuse, “From
Critical Urban Theory to the Right to the City,” City 13, no. 2–3 (June 1, 2009): 185–97; David
Harvey, Rebel Cities: From the Right to the City to the Urban Revolution (London: Verso,
2012); David Adler et al., The Right to the City: A Verso Report (London: Verso, 2017) and
others. For a critique of the amorphous use of the concept to apply to urban activism
subsequently, see Mark Purcell, “Excavating Lefebvre: The Right to the City and its Urban
Politics of the Inhabitant,” GeoJournal 58, no. 2 (October 1, 2002): 99–108.
12
Lefebvre, “The Right to the City,” 147; Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution, 18.
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temporary autonomous cracks in the established order rather than a lasting or permanent
revolution. After addressing these theoretical concerns, I discuss the historical framework of the
dissertation, which consists of three nested layers. These layers frame each other but also, in
combination, frame the aesthetic and artistic practices outlined in chapters 2 through 4. The
outermost layer poses a dialectical relationship between the ludic utopianism of Dutch artist
Constant and the war games of Guy Debord, who were both key members of the Situationist
International (SI). The tension between these two impulses carries through to the second
theoretical layer: the countercultural group Provo and their relationship to ’60s urban renewal
initiatives. The third layer builds on these two other layers in describing the evolution and history
of the squatters’ movement in Amsterdam between 1979 and 1983, which had the qualities and
ambitions of a game as well as that of a work of art. The final section of this chapter looks, in
more detail, at graffiti and artistic performance in urban space during this period.
In developing the above, I return Constant to the Dutch context, rather than discuss his
work in a global or comparative way in order to trace how his influence flows through the
particularities of Dutch urban, artistic, and activist practices. Debord, whose Jeu de la guerre is
discussed further on in the chapter, is a foil for Constant and his work foregrounds the swing
away from idealism to militancy that can be found in the squatters’ movement. Both Constant
and Debord address the radicality of play/playfulness but do so within opposing revolutionary
constructs: utopian peace for Constant and infowar for Debord. While squatting and urban
activism are by no means unique to the Netherlands during this period, my focus on the
specificity of this locality yields a more nuanced understanding of the particular character and
attitude within Dutch media art in the ensuing years.
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THE REVOLUTION WILL BE TEMPORARY
The Netherlands has a long political and spatial history of working to extract maximum
utility from the built environment. The landscape itself was artificially engineered and
transformed from water-logged marsh into useful land. The historic self-sufficiency of the Dutch
and their capacity to shape the landscape could be characterized as revolutionary pragmatism,
and it has, over the course of Dutch history, produced radical forms of tolerance, governance,
and individual freedom. During the centuries-long development of the nation, the common
thread has been practicality, or even utility. This pragmatic attitude fostered both early forms of
capitalism and private enterprise as well as distinct forms of cooperation and coexistence. And
so, a paradoxical balance is created between unanimity and autonomy, between individualism
and community.
Few landscapes on earth are quite so completely molded by human intervention as the
Polder (i.e., Holland, a nickname which derived from the fact that the country is primarily based
on reclaimed polder land). Life in the swampy lowlands was always a do-it-yourself endeavor.
As Hub Zwart writes:
The reclamation, by means of dikes and ditches, of formerly remote, impassable, soggy
and swampy areas, where the imprint of human presence had been absent or slight,
irrevocably altered the physical appearance of the Netherlands. The landscape was
thoroughly humanised. […] a geometrisation of the landscape took place at an increasing
pace and the natural matrix was increasingly fragmented until only a few marginal
leftovers remained. Gradually, through diligent manual labour by generations of
anonymous farmers, a diffuse, ambiguous, soggy and brackish landscape, in which clear
boundaries between land and water (as well as between fresh and saline water) were
absent, was replaced by a discrete, highly compartmentalised landscape. For indeed,
whereas vague and gradual transitions are characteristic of natural landscapes, human
influences tend to produce abrupt boundaries.13
13

Hub Zwart, “Aquaphobia, Tulipmania, Biophilia: A Moral Geography of the Dutch
Landscape,” Environmental Values 12, no. 1 (2003): 110.
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Indeed, these abrupt boundaries, ignorant of the grey zones between languages, cultures, and
geographical features are a distinguishing feature of the modern built environment from the
nation-state down to the city itself. At first, physical markers framed cities: walls around the
perimeter, and/or, perhaps, moats, canals, or natural waterways encircling them. Later, the
delimitation of the city space was relegated to the mapmakers, who placed more or less arbitrary
boundaries around municipal areas, signaling that legal rather than physical protections had
taken over the defense of the city. Such arbitrary boundaries also apply to nation-states, most
destructively implemented during the period of European colonization and its aftermath.
In The Production of Space, Lefebvre describes this phenomenon using alternative
terminology.14 He designates this as a transition from “absolute space” to “abstract space” and
explicitly ties absolute space to nature. In his conception, the dissolution of absolute space as
well as the “cryptic” space of the medieval period begins in the sixteenth century when the “town
overtook the country.”15 Despite the suspect periodization and primitivist perspective found in
Lefevbre’s text, the changes in how boundaries have been defined historically supports his
argument. Describing abstract space, Lefebvre writes:
Internal and invisible boundaries began to divide a space that nevertheless remained in
thrall to a global strategy and a single power. These boundaries did not merely separate
levels—local, regional, national and worldwide. They also separated zones where people
were supposed to reduce to their “simplest expression,” to their “lowest common
denominator” […] As a matter of fact “boundaries” is too weak a word here, and it
obscures the essential point; it would be more accurate to speak of fracture lines.16
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Lefebvre was greatly concerned, at the time of writing this text, with state-controlled
modernist urban planning initiatives and the division of space into functionalized component
parts. His text reflects this perspective. Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald
Nicholson-Smith (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1991).
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Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 267–9.
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Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 316–7.
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The abstract nature of these boundaries, paradoxically, creates a rigidness in the landscape of
human geography. This rigidness— as much as it might be virtual or invisible—means that grey
zones are increasingly hard to find. In order to subvert established boundaries, then, activists in
Amsterdam needed to create their own “fracture lines,” or cracks, in the fabric of abstract space.
Addressing this quandary, Hakim Bey (né Peter Lamborn Wilson) theorized the
temporary autonomous zone (TAZ) as a means by which radical anarchists might circumvent the
rigidness of contemporary political structures.17 He defines the TAZ as a temporary free

17

Hakim Bey is a controversial figure in leftwing anarchism whose thinking evolved from LSD
and occult-fueled countercultural spheres in the late 1960s/early ’70s to hardline anarchism in
the 1980s. Much of his writing has a poetic, speculative, and eclectic tone and, so, is neither
empirically nor argumentatively constructed and should, thus, not be treated as standard
academic theory or philosophy. He borrows liberally (and fetishistically) from a variety of nonwestern cultures and traditions, most notably in his adoption of a pseudonym that is a tribute to a
“Moorish” alchemist-king named al-Hakim (“bey” means chief, prince or king). His most
controversial writings contain arguments for pedophilia via anarchist thought, which have been
published by the pedophilia advocacy group NAMBLA. As Bey’s concepts frame a significant
portion of my dissertation, primarily the “temporary autonomous zone,” I would like to clarify
the reasons for my use of his writing in this context. My reasons are twofold: firstly, that it is an
expression of ’80s anarchist thought from the time period under discussion and thus encapsulates
many of the concerns that fringe leftwing/anarchist thinkers had at the time, and, secondly, that,
although it has its faults and inconsistencies, it is nevertheless a useful starting point and apt
theoretical model for thinking about radical urban spatial practice and art in Amsterdam during
the ’80s. The idea of the temporary autonomous zone represents an alternative method of
resistance and a counterpoint to the (futile, as Bey says) leftwing revolutionary goals for
permanent change or totalizing political reversal. It allows for micro-revolts within the fabric of
the hegemonic order rather than from an untenable outside. Even so, I would like to clearly state,
as the extensive use of this material might be misconstrued as a form of endorsement, that citing
Bey’s (or any other theorists’ work, for that matter) does not constitute personal support for any
of their views.
In a recent talk, researcher Florian Cramer and artist-activist Stewart Home discuss the
ways in which the contemporary alt-right subculture borrows from performance art and activism
of the ’80s and ’90s. They mention Bey and the controversy surrounding him in conjunction with
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anarchist enclave within the totalizing matrix of the built environment. Bey despairs at the Left’s
continued struggle for revolution, which he defines as permanent change (or, in his words,
change that has “duration”). He writes, “What of the anarchist dream, the Stateless state, the
Commune, the autonomous zone with duration, a free society, a free culture? […] I have not
given up hope or even expectation of change—but I distrust the word Revolution.”18 The TAZ,
then, fills this void left by a seemingly unachievable permanent revolution in that it allows for
change from within via acute actions and temporary sites of difference and freedom. Referencing
Jean Baudrillard’s theory of “simulation,” in which Baudrillard proposes that late capitalism is
characterized by the irrelevance of originality as the “simulacrum,” or copy, precedes the absent
original, he writes, “Because the State is concerned primarily with Simulation rather than
substance, the TAZ can “occupy” these areas clandestinely and carry on its festal purposes for
quite a while in relative peace. […] In sum, realism demands not only that we give up waiting for
“the Revolution” but also that we give up wanting it.”19 This release from dreaming of or
desiring permanent revolution has a corollary in the punk movement’s slogan “no future,” which
expresses not only the pessimism of the era or a lack of political idealism but also a feeling of

Casa Pound, a neo-fascist squat and political party in Italy established in 2003. Although Bey is
initially labelled as part of the leftwing, Home clarifies, “I should put in that, even in the 1990s,
plenty of the people I was involved with were quite critical of Hakim Bey—Peter Lamborn
Wilson. On the one hand, because he was a member of the North American Man Boy Love
Association […] and on the other hand because a lot of people saw him as a rightist. He
definitely came from a background involved with a lot of rightwing conspiracy theories.” See
Florian Cramer and Stewart Home, “Transgressions Then and Now: Does The ‘Alt-Right’
Reenact Counter-Culture?” (September 8, 2018),
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gBSLrwTdJzs.
18
Bey, TAZ, 98.
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Bey, 99; See also Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation, trans. Sheila Faria Glaser (Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2014).
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liberation from the constant, futile struggle of revolution.20 “No future” resonates with the
postmodern moment, signaling not an end but an endless present. Revolution demands a vision
of the future and, in the late ’70s and ’80s in Europe, youth movements increasingly focused on
in-the-moment rebellion and deviance rather than forward-looking idealism.21
In a revolution-free, endless present, there is no “outside” that will replace society.
Instead, there are only ruptures, fissures, and cracks that disrupt its stability. What Bey is
describing, then, in his conception of the TAZ are “cracks” formed within the established order
or dominant systems of control. A crack cannot exist apart from the substance it cracks into and
is, thus, a negative space, carving out its form and creating a void. At the same time, however, it
is a space of creation; it creates something new on the surface and also opens up space within a
smooth and continuous field. Fittingly, the Dutch word for squatting, the verb kraken, most
literally translates as “to crack open,” a slightly more specific definition than the English verb
“crack.”22 Kraken is also sometimes used, as the words crack and hack are, in the context of
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The phrase “no future” comes from the Sex Pistols’ classic punk anthem “God Save the
Queen” (1977).
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In a lecture from 1980, Constant, whose New Babylon project features heavily in this chapter,
also expresses reservations about the word “revolution,” stating, “No sooner is a neologism
coined than it is so manipulated and diluted as to become useless. Even the word ‘revolution’ has
not escaped this fate…” [Men kan geen neologisme bedenken of het wordt gemanipuleerd en
ontkracht, zodat het onbruikbaar is. Zelfs het woord ‘revolutie’ is heir niet aan ontkomen…”
trans. Robyn de Jong Dalziel] Constant, “New Babylon na tien jaren. Lezing gehouden aan de
afdeling Bouwkunde van de TH Delft, 23 mei 1980,” in Constant New Babylon: aan ons de
vrijheid, ed. Laura Stamps (Veurne: Hannibal, 2016), 225.
22
The earlier Dutch term for squatting was clandestien bezetten (clandestine occupation). The
verb kraken is borrowed from the coded slang of traveling people and thieves, which is called
Bargoens or dieventaal. The term kraker (squatter) came into use in 1969 in conjunction with the
emerging activism around squatting. The term huispiraat (house pirate) was also proposed but
not taken up. Duivenvoorden, Een voet tussen de deur, 24, 28.
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computing. For the Dutch, linguistically speaking, squatting is an active gesture—the act of
breaking open as well as occupying. Looking at squatting in Amsterdam with this model in
mind, it is evident that squatters in the late ’70s and ’80s effectively established TAZs—or
cracks—in the city structure that pushed for radical change from within. These fissures in the
fabric of the city space open up new boundaries within the city rather than apart from it, which
were porous and destabilizing to the system as a whole in part due to their internally autonomous
manifestation. In light of the instability they cause, they must either be temporary—as one is
closed, another might spring open somewhere else—or, in the most extreme cases, precipitate
total destruction. Cracks are agents of chaos, on one hand, but also catalysts for reparation,
regeneration, renewal, change, or reconstruction.
Hal Foster, whose influential edited volume The Anti-Aesthetic (1983) helped define
postmodernism in contemporary art in the early ’80s, often returns to the concept of “fissures” as
spaces of potential for a re-defined avant-garde. His writing on the subject resonates with the
definition of “cracks” I have outlined above. According to Foster, “…the avant-garde that
interests me here is neither avant nor rear […] it is immanent in a caustic way. Far from heroic, it
does not pretend that it can break absolutely with the old order or found a new one; instead it
seeks to trace fractures that already exist within the given order, to pressure them further, even to
activate them somehow.”23 For the “no future” generation, the space available for something new
was not in a utopian future or a romantic vision of revolution but rather in the cracks. As the
former-squatter/critical theory collective BILWET writes, “We always said, in the ’60s and ’70s
people thought revolution was possible, that society could be fundamentally reformed. That’s
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Hal Foster, Bad New Days: Art, Criticism, Emergency (London: Verso, 2015), 4.
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bullshit. All you can do is what you do yourself, with each other.”24 Quoting Eric Santner, Foster
writes that “fissures or caesuras in the space of meaning” become places where “power can be
resisted or at least withstood and perhaps reimagined.”25 Whereas Foster discusses fissures and
cracks in a theoretical sense, squatting takes the construct into a more concrete, pragmatic space.
In other words, for squatters, the use of cracks as sites of resistance is realized in a very literal,
very intimate way.
The city has been framed in a variety of ways: by walls, by laws, by water, by clan or by
collective culture. A TAZ or a crack is constituted by exploding the givenness of the existing
frame of the city and cracking into it from within its boundaries, however they are defined. In the
modern era, cracking/kraken can be seen not only as a Lefebvrian urban “spatial practice” but
also as a far more broadly applicable de Certeauian “tactic.”26 Within the field of modern artistic
practice, avant-garde artists have largely concerned themselves with investigating the boundaries
of art. As artists became ever more focused on investigating what framed art—what institutions,
what rules, what qualities, what materials, what space, etc.—they were essentially working on
deconstructing its borders from within. Over and over again, modern artistic movements have
investigated the role of art in society and whether any new definition of art was sustainable or
merely temporary. Attendant to this inquiry, modern artists concerned themselves with the
question of art’s autonomy to mass media, popular culture, and everyday life. The great project
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of modern art has been in exploring these boundaries, which, in turn, has led to works which
open up, destabilize, or redefine the limits of art practice.
In art, cracks often find expression and form through play or playfulness. One of the
ways that humans (and other animals) make sense of their surroundings and their environments
is through play: the ability to rehearse or perform various aspects of human life within a
microcosm of the surrounding environment. The most rigidly defined of these microcosms of
play are called games. Both the game and the frame are bounded systems that are not apart from
the whole but, rather, inside it, representing it, performing variations on it.
The activities of the squatters’ movement in Amsterdam between 1979 and 1983 had,
simultaneously, the qualities and ambitions of a game and that of a work of art (or, that which is
framed as such). Under both interrelated models, the formation of TAZs or cracks allows new
boundaries to be constructed, as long as their temporary nature is embraced. Within the squatter
network and the acts of protest that were staged during these years, the practice of squatting
coalesced into a brief political movement and then dissipated quickly into factionalism. The key
quality of this era of squatting was its temporary nature and the use of media (and its virtuality or
immateriality) as a tool to bind resistance efforts. Although squatting continued in Amsterdam
for many years afterward, this temporary autonomous zone in the cracks of the city spurred the
government to respond positively to the demands of the squatters and also execute protective
actions, policing its existing boundaries and re-establishing a sense of order. Despite its brief
appearance, the squatters’ movement in Amsterdam altered the shape of the city long after its
demise and inspired radical media and networking experiments in the years to come.
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HOMO LUDENS
Now cities, and this is really again my point, cities are beautiful. Architecture is
not. Because a city is a living thing, with the variety and so on. A city has no
façade, no elevation. You have only an inside.27
– Yona Friedman

As noted, squatting in the Netherlands, unlike in other countries, was legally sanctioned
between 1914 and 2010. In 1914 a High Court decision specified that, if a vacant property had
been unused for at least a year, it could be legally squatted if the residents living there had at
least a table, a chair, and a bed to prove their occupancy.28 This mandate, which was still in
effect in the decades that followed, developed into a quirky and somewhat absurd part of the
game of squatting. From the mid-1970s onward, breaking into vacant properties in Amsterdam
increasingly required covert action, speed, and precision. Despite this need for stealth, squatters
still abided by the rules of the game, which dictated that they bring along these specific items of
bulky furniture in order to secure the premises. By the 1980s, the practice had grown
significantly riskier, although the laws around squatting had not changed. At the time of the
ruling in 1914, the court’s decision to legally sanction squatting meant that building owners were
forced to offer rental contracts to the squatters, which they often did in short order once a
property was squatted.29 In the 1980s, on the other hand, offering rental contracts to squatters
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University Press, 2009), 20.
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was not an option, particularly in the most valuable or prestigious properties in the center of the
city, and so, as noted, building owners regularly hired gangs of thugs to rough up or illegally
evict squatters occupying their buildings. Increasingly, heavily armed Dutch riot police were also
involved in squat evictions, and building owners were more regularly fighting for and being
granted evictions by the courts.30
Not unlike other countries in Europe after World War II, the need for housing in the
Netherlands was great. In Amsterdam, as noted, the forced expulsions and deaths in the
Holocaust created a significant amount of confusion over property occupancy and rightful
tenancy. Lifestyle and space requirements also changed drastically during this time, as people
wanted more space for individual family members and modern facilities in their apartments such
as private bathrooms.31 Formerly, working class people often bathed at community bathhouses,
as many did not have their own bathroom in-house. For example, in the working class
Indischebuurt in the east of Amsterdam, the Javaplein badhuis functioned as a community
bathhouse well into the 1970s.
By the early 1960s, activism around housing and urban renewal projects began to take
shape. As described in the Prologue, the Provo movement agitated against demolition and urban
renewal in their White Housing Plan of 1966 by calling for people to save the existing vacant

common, however, for disputed squats to go through a process of legalization, often with the
help of the city government, particularly since squats were increasingly former government
buildings or large commercial buildings rather than buildings designed as apartments and
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housing stock by squatting it. After this point, the practice of squatting became more explicitly
political.32 Roel van Duijn, leader of the political wing of the Provo movement and one of the
founders of Provo magazine, realized early on that assimilating the absurd, ludic, or utopian
aesthetic work of artists could complement the political side of the movement as well as provide
precisely the kind of “provocation” that the name implied. The performances of Robert Jasper
Grootveld were, therefore, attached to Provo, although Grootveld himself had never previously
subscribed to a cohesive political ideology. His provocative performances, which involved
absurdist critiques of advertising as well as experimentations in individual spiritual
enlightenment through altered states of mind, were nevertheless assimilated into Provo’s politics.

New Babylon 2.0
In addition to the eccentric and unpredictable Grootveld, the leaders of Provo also
harnessed the work of Dutch artist Constant33 for their nascent political movement.34 As an older
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The Provo movement put squatting on the table as a political issue. Subsequent activism
around housing in Amsterdam, in which many ex-Provos were involved, shifted the focus of
squatting from individual housing needs to issues around urban renewal. Additionally, there were
squatting actions in the Bijlmermeer (particularly the Gliphoeve area) tied to Surinamese
immigrant families who had left Suriname in the wake of the country’s independence movement.
These actions were, for the most part, politically separate from inner-city squatter activism. See
Mamadouh, De stad in eigen hand: Provo’s, Kabouters en krakers als stedelijke sociale
beweging, 123, 143.
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According to some sources, it might be more appropriate to say that Provo “co-opted” New
Babylon rather than merely “harnessed” it. In 1966, Rem Koolhaas and Betty van Garrel
interviewed Constant for the Haagse Post, and asked whether he felt his work has been
“hijacked” by the Provos. Constant replied, “New Babylon cannot be hijacked, because it
belongs to everyone” and went on to express his delight that Provo had adopted the project. Niek
Pas writes that Roel van Duijn became aware of Constant via an exhibition of his work at the
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Gemeentemuseum in The Hague in October-November 1965 or, perhaps, even a bit earlier, via
poet Simon Vinkenoog, who apparently drew the Provos’ attention to Constant’s work in June
1965. Janna Schoenberger, citing Pas, also argues that Roel van Duijn became aware of Constant
through Vinkenoog, and addresses several other scholarly theories on the connection between
Constant and Provo. She asserts that Mark Wigley’s designation of Constant as a “mentor” to
Provo is verifiably false, though it is possible Wigley chose the word “mentor” to describe
Constant merely to indicate that he served as an older intellectual who was a source of
inspiration for them, not to indicate that he had direct control over the movement in any way.
Wigley also describes Lefebvre as a mentor to the Situationists, and this association can be seen
as comparable to that of Constant and Provo. Lefebvre, muddying the waters somewhat (and
perhaps a source of Wigley’s confusion) describes Constant as “one of the instigators” of Provo
and “their thinker, their leader” in an interview with Kristin Ross from 1997. Despite his
conviction in saying so, this is certainly not accurate. Suffice it to say, Constant did influence
and participate in Provo (New Babylon featured prominently in Provo 4, his text also appeared in
Provo 9, and he agreed to put his name on the Provo party’s list for the 1966 municipal
elections). His role can best be described as that of an older, more distinguished intellectual, who
was interested in supporting the activities of a younger generation.
The question is, then: to what degree was Provo inspired by Constant’s work?
Schoenberger allows for the possibility of direct inspiration, citing Hugo Brems, who asserts that
Provo was inspired by an article Constant published in Randstad in 1962. She also posits that the
article may have been the means by which Provo members became acquainted with Constant,
even if it was not the direct inspiration for Provo. In any case, it appears that Van Duijn was
eager to incorporate Constant’s ideas and artwork into the emerging Provo movement.
According to historian James Kennedy, “New Babylon, however, never was a major part of the
Provo program; for these practical anarchists it was all rather theoretical. Moreover, Constant’s
great appreciation for technology went against the grain of an increasingly primitivist impulse in
the Provo movement, and Constant soon became estranged from the Provos.” This primitivist
impulse was a prominent feature of Grootveld’s performances but it was also a part of what
could be termed the “conservative” attitude of the Provos, who aimed to preserve the small,
village-like scale of Amsterdam and, later, sought to block new transportation methods reaching
the outer suburbs of the city. They favored, above all else, bicycle traffic and a city scaled to the
use of bicycles. In Kennedy’s estimation, Provo “adopted” Constant’s New Babylon for their
purposes. According to Virginie Mamadouh, although Provo took up Constant’s utopian ideas, in
practice, they ultimately wanted to improve the city as it existed in the here and now rather than
try to realize the radical utopian vision of Constant.
For sources see Rem Koolhaas and Betty van Garrel, “The City of the Future,” in Exit Utopia:
Architectural Provocations 1956–76, ed. Martin van Schaik and Otakar Máčel (Munich: Prestel,
2005); Martin van Schaik, “Psychogeogram: An Artist’s Utopia,” in Exit Utopia: Architectural
Provocations 1956–76, ed. Martin van Schaik and Otakar Máčel (Munich: Prestel, 2005), 220;
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artist with a history of participating in avant-garde art movements—notably CoBrA and the
Situationist International (SI), Constant was a good match for Provo. His project New Babylon, a
utopian architectural plan that envisioned a future where automation would facilitate a global
city space of freedom and play, helped bolster Provo’s ideas both intellectually and in terms of
public optics.35 Like Grootveld, Constant’s affiliation with Provo added an element of dreamy
idealism and lighthearted playfulness to an anarchist movement whose primary aim was, at first,
provocation and, later, practical change through established political channels. Social geographer
Virginie Mamadouh argues that the status of New Babylon as a “respectable artwork” gave
legitimacy to Provo.36 She quotes Roel van Duijn from 1967, who says, “The White Bicycle,
Chimney, Chicken, Housing, and Wives Plan were necessary to make Amsterdam the first sector
of New Babylon. The Magic Centrum can, then, become a Ludic Centrum, that is not made unplayable [onspeelbaar] by cars, banks, and depopulation, but that is creatively stimulated
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Constant was one of the founders of CoBrA (short for Copenhagen-Brussels-Amsterdam),
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through happenings.”37 The Provo leaders, thus, positioned their ludic plans and happenings as
practical first steps towards creating New Babylon, and overlaid their political ideology on
Constant’s vision of a nomadic civilization.38
The premise of New Babylon was that, in fifty to one hundred years, a new society, new
architecture, and new way of life would be realized that emphasized play and freedom rather
than labor and strife, thanks to automation. This new architecture would be superimposed on top
of existing cities and geographies, which would be replaced by meandering field of
interconnected sectors. To illustrate this, Constant constructed maps of major urban areas with
his new sectors charted on top of them. In his map of Amsterdam [Fig.8], the sectors form a
spindly web—a network—over the contemporary city. Gone is the traditional urban hierarchy of
center and periphery and, in its place, a horizontal grid-like series of nodes. Within these sectors,
there would be no work, no conflict, and no inequality. Automation of everyday tasks would
allow people the complete freedom to spend the day wandering where they pleased and occupied
with free play.39 According to Constant, there would be no more routine and even diurnal
rhythms would be done away with. He states, “…in the enormous sectors of New Babylon I have
eliminated daylight altogether, because people are breaking free more and more anyhow,
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especially from the rhythms of nature. Man wants to follow his own rhythm. Because usefulness
has less of a grip on life, the whole rhythm of day and night will disappear.”40 The residents of
New Babylon would essentially be wandering around in a timeless, dark interior space.41
Constant’s renderings [Fig.9] and maquettes [Fig.10] of New Babylon show the
architectural design of the sectors as linear sequences of non-identical forms. Despite being
conjoined, the massing of the components varies irregularly in height and shape. The units,
which are relatively individualized and stacked or layered in a jumble one on top of (or next to)
another, are nevertheless primarily variations on the classic modernist cube. Many of these boxy
structures have grid-like facades, and are composed of a series of cantilevered roofs, sometimes
held up with suspension cables and masts. All of the structures float above the ground, or water,
on Corbusian pilotis. Constant envisioned the interiors of these boxes, however, as darkened and
disorienting labyrinths of rooms and passageways, their “ambiances” adjusted by their
occupants. The paradox inherent in the project is that, although Constant opposed functionalism
and utility in the social life of New Babylon, he adopted the aesthetic forms of functionalist/high
modernist architecture for the exterior of the structures as well as proposed a society completely
reliant on automation and the functional logic of the machine, exhibiting a technophilia that is
reminiscent of Neue Sachlichkeit and the Bauhaus.42 Despite the exterior trappings of
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In a 1980 lecture, Constant asserts that the outward appearance (i.e., the constructivist
aesthetic of many of his maquettes and drawings) is just a proposal not a concrete plan of how
New Babylon would look, since it would be built by the people rather than imposed upon them.
Thus, it could be said that the functionalist appearance was not the most developed or
intellectualized aspect of the project for Constant, but the presence of automation was,
nonetheless, essential. See Constant, “New Babylon na tien jaren. Lezing gehouden aan de
afdeling Bouwkunde van de TH Delft, 23 mei 1980,” 224. According to Van Schaik, Constant
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functionalism, the interiors of the structures are anything but functional; they are, rather,
carnivalesque and disorienting due to the ability of users to change the “ambiances”—the
lighting, the climate of the rooms, the color-scheme, the positioning of the walls, etc. The
project, thus, pulls from two seemingly opposing and, often, contradictory threads of aesthetic
philosophy. As Simon Sadler describes it, Constant’s drawings and maquettes look “like a cross
between Constructivism and Abstract Expressionism.”43
Constant began working on New Babylon in the mid-50s but only received widespread
public attention for the project a decade later in 1965, when it was featured in an exhibition at the
Gemeentemuseum in The Hague.44 He continued working on the project for another decade until
1974, when he staged a final show of his collection of drawings, maps, and maquettes of New
Babylon, again, at the Gemeentemuseum.45 By 1974, in the context of the economic, social, and
political strife of the early ’70s and as the idealism of the counterculture turned to frustration,
New Babylon’s 1960s brand of utopianism and optimism was decidedly out of fashion, leading
some scholars to speculate that Constant had given up hope that the project would truly be
realized.46 But just as New Babylon was ending, the squatters’ movement in Amsterdam was
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emerging, creating a punk, DIY version of Constant’s ludic, mobile urbanism in the cracks of the
existing city.
During his CoBrA period, Constant had explored the liberating potential of play by
creating paintings inspired by the “freedom” he saw in children’s drawings and the artwork of
“primitive” cultures.47 During his time with the SI, a movement that eschewed the production of
physical art objects, he began thinking about nomadism and the ways in which one might create
new pathways for freedom in urban space.48 He was particularly inspired by his interactions with
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“psychogeography” and “dérive.” Psychogeography was defined, by Debord in 1955, as “the
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Constant had, up until that point, referred to as Dériville—city of dérive.
For sources see Schoenberger, “Ludic Conceptualism: Art and Play in the Netherlands from
1959 to 1975,” 57–58; Guy Debord, La Société du spectacle. (Paris: Buchet/Chastel, 1967);
Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon, 31; Ken Knabb, ed., Situationist International Anthology
(Berkeley, Calif.: Bureau of Public Secrets, 1981), 5, 25; Simon Ford, The Situationist
International: A User’s Guide (London: Black Dog Publishing, 2005), 74; Schaik,
“Psychogeogram: An Artist’s Utopia,” 43–44, 47; J.L. Lochner, New Babylon (The Hague:
Haags Gemeentemuseum, 1974), 12; Stamps, “Constants New Babylon: Pushing the Zeitgeist to
its limits,” 15.
57

Roma people in Alba during the First World Congress of Free Artists in 1956, a meeting of
European avant-garde groups that would lead to the formation of the Situationist International.
By the time Constant joined the Situationists in 1957, he had already begun working on spatial
constructions, including his Ontwerp voor een zigeunerkamp (Plan for a Gypsy Camp) (1956)
[Fig.11], that could be seen as precursors to New Babylon in that it depicted a utopian,
Constructivist-type structure with moveable/adaptable parts. After officially joining the SI,
however, he began a lively intellectual correspondence with Guy Debord and adopted much of
the terminology and rhetoric of the SI for his project. Despite this influence, New Babylon cannot
be considered a purely Situationist work.49 Its core concept, namely the optimism around
automation and leisure time, diverged significantly from the dominant thread of Situationist
theory, which denounced post-war society’s fascination with new consumer convenience gadgets
and leisure activities. New Babylon was, therefore, a synthesis: an architectural proposal, an
artwork, and a work of utopian theory, inflected by Constant’s work in CoBrA and the SI while
remaining a separate endeavor. In Constant’s own words, it was his gesamtkunstwerk.50
One of the early influences on both New Babylon and the SI was Johan Huizinga’s book
Homo Ludens (1938), which was immensely popular in Europe after the war and was translated
to all the major European languages in the ’40s and early ’50s.51 Huizinga, a scholar who began
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his career studying Indian drama and later expanded to a diverse range of cultural-historical
topics, argues that the “play-element” is an essential facet of culture and civilization and, so,
human beings should be classified as homo ludens (the human that plays) rather than homo faber
(the human that makes).52 Inspired by Huizinga’s conception of humanity, Constant designed
New Babylon as the theoretical social and geographic construction that would be inhabited by
Homo ludens.
It would be hard to consider New Babylon as anything other than an unrealizable utopian
artwork, but the artist held fast to his official stance that the project could be realized in the near
future.53 The progressive idea underpinning New Babylon, that total automation will lead to total
individual liberation, has been proposed many times since the early days of the Industrial
Revolution.54 History has shown, however, that—from the industrial factories that tied workers
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Constant believed that automation was not in itself the reason for lack of creativity or
imagination in everyday life but that it was not being used properly. “Hij begreep, dat niet de
mechanisatie zelf de schuld was van het vernietigen van de mogelijkheden voor de menselijke
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to alienating labor in the nineteenth century to the twenty-first century algorithms that
increasingly influence and direct individuals’ choices today—automation limits freedom just as
often as it facilitates it.55 Constant’s emphasis on play and playfulness as the essential expression
of human freedom also has its roots in another, more reactionary, thread of modern thought:
Romanticism. Friederich Schiller’s classic text, On the Aesthetic Education of Man (1794),
expands on the Kantian idea that aesthetic judgement is the “free play” of the imagination and
understanding.56 For Kant, appreciation of beauty in art is, essentially, evidence of humanity’s
free will. Following Kant, and driven to make sense of the French Revolution, Schiller connects
art and play more explicitly, theorizing that there is a “play drive” inherent in humanity, which
navigates between the faculties of sensation and reason. According to Sven Lütticken:
Schiller’s text called for a project of aesthetic revolution that would avoid the violence
done by the “mechanical artists” of the French Revolution, wedding the Gestalten of
reason organically to the material and sensuous world so as not to “injure the manifold in
nature.” It is easy to see that such a project, meant to put revolutionary transformation of
society on a sure footing and complete it, could become an ideological alternative to
political change; the “aesthetic revolution” as a stand-in for the political one, rather than
its fulfilment.57

creativiteit, maar de weinig fantasierijke wijze waarmee deze mechanisatie gehanteerd werd.”
Lochner, New Babylon, 8.
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In 1966, Constant stated, “For a while people still believed that man was essential to operate
the machinery, but even that appears to be a misconception. Automation stands for the operation
of machines by other machines. That is cybernetics. So man will be irrevocably redundant.”
Even though the last half century has seen increasingly sophisticated cybernetic or algorithmic
developments, they have not produced, as Constant hoped, a more liberated individual. Constant
asserts that creative activities such as painting, poetry, and music are the only domains that
cannot be automated, but, indeed, the rise of machine learning calls even this into question.
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Schiller’s sentiment is repeated continually over the course of the modern era: through play,
humanity finds liberation.58
While play can indeed be a source of liberation, this liberation (and the state of play) only
seems to appear temporarily. Soon or later, the game must end, or we reach the end of the
playing field or the gallery space and once again enter the “real” world. If we consider play, in its
raw form, as a means of representation, then, within any permanent state of play, the map
becomes the territory. Where there is no boundary or borders defined in space or time, there is no
workable definition of what constitutes play versus non-play (or, reality). But temporarily
staged, play can create cracks and new possibilities. Although New Babylon is governed by
constant movement, it is characterized by a permanent state of play.59 The squatters of
Amsterdam in the 1980s seemed to realize this, that the nature of play, and its attendant freedom,
must be temporary. As BILWET writes, “They proclaimed that the moment that squatting began
was its essence. Actually squatting couldn’t go on at all, because it if did it could only turn into
living. To preclude this, it had to repeatedly start over. The term ‘squatting’ had to remain
vacant, and the restorers called that vacancy ‘politics’.”60
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Following Romanticism, the Arts and Crafts movement continued this line of thinking in the
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of humanity that had been crushed by industrialization. The English thinkers John Ruskin and
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Although Constant’s maquettes and drawings resemble, to a certain degree, the
systematized and geometric forms of High Modernism or Constructivism, New Babylon’s
appearance on his maps looks more like a network of cracks [Fig.12]. According to Van Schaik,
“the static and self-contained form of ‘Zion’ [the ancient utopian heavenly city constructed in a
circular format] is literally inverted. The negative becomes the positive and the ‘cracks’ in the
system provide the model for New Babylon’s cartographic representation.”61 When inverted,
these cracks create their own space, their own inside, but it is a different kind of inside: one that
mutates and shifts. It follows, then, that although play is permanent, the true “cracks” are
temporary and mobile. In the 1960s, mobility was a key feature present in utopian architectural
plans created by, for example, Yona Friedman or by the Archigram group. These proposals,
however, were still largely based on material rather than virtual movement (i.e., movement
through physical space rather than immaterial spatial configurations).62 The practice of squatting,
in contrast, redraws the city maps so that the “structure” or the plan is virtual rather than
physical, defined by temporary autonomous zones with shifting, imaginary borders.63 Via
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squatting, the cracks or the fault lines of New Babylon become an invisible, embedded network
within the existing city rather than superimposed on top of it.
The Paris Spatiale and Ville Spatiale by Friedman, a contemporary of Constant,
superimposed structures floating above the existing city space that were, at least partially,
predicated on the idea that the physical form of architecture would eventually “disappear.” In a
2001 interview, he says, “…in ’57 that was one of the ambitions: architecture has to get rid of all
the networks, the street network, electricity network […] That doesn’t mean they no longer exist,
it means that the networks are dematerialized—that is the exact word. You can have a virtual
environment.” 64 Friedman’s hovering latticework of block-like structures hanging over the city
of Paris [Fig.13, Fig.14], however, does not appear to the contemporary eye very virtual at all.
Like the structures depicted in Constant’s proposal, their weight and scale are both impressive
and oppressive, hovering in the sky like modular alien parasites poised to destroy the old city. In
a critique of Friedman that could also easily apply to Constant’s New Babylon, Lefebvre
questions the concept of “residential nomadism” and the ideal of emphemerality (i.e.,
temporariness) incapsulated within it. He writes, “It merely represents an extreme form, utopian
in its own way, of individualism. […] To suggest, as Friedman does, that we can be liberated
through nomadism, through the presence of a habitat in the pure state, created with metal
supports and corrugated steel (a giant erector set), is ridiculous.”65 This is a compelling assertion,
that there is a connection between temporariness/emphemerality and individualistic attitudes.
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Lefebvre rejects the planned, modularity of modernism in favor of the vibrant “heterotopy” of
urban life, emphasizing the mobility of space over people. He writes, “…we can imagine the
complete mobilization, not of the population, but of space. A space taken over by the
ephemeral.”66 In his writing, Lefebvre consistently refers to the urban as a “virtuality” and urban
society as a “virtual object” (i.e., a “possible object”). For him, utopia is “an illuminating
virtuality already present [that] will absorb and metamorphose the various topoi.”67 Although the
term “virtual” and the concept of a “virtual city” might be more readily associated with the
technology of the ’80s and ’90s, artists and architects theorized models of “virtual” cities in the
1950s as well.
Even if Constant’s New Babylon falls short of Lefebvre’s ideal that space be ephemeral
rather than populations, a certain kind of virtuality can be found there. The New Babylon
network creates a shifting web of ambiances. Mark Wigley draws a connection between the
network of sectors of New Babylon and communication networks, writing:
This ‘world wide web,’ as Constant called it, is a physical image of interconnectivity in a
flat world […] Already in the first decades of the twentieth century, the ability of the new
technology of radio to transcend all physical borders and wrap the planet in a single web
had produced intense debate in scientific, military, economic, and popular discourse
about a new kind of interconnectivity. The first images of a world wide web—as in
Telefunken’s 1913 map showing the new global network that could be formed by linking
all major radio networks together—were captivating documents suspended between what
was already happening and what could happen. Halfway between map and plan, they
portrayed an emergent architecture. Constant became part of a generation of post-Second
World War designers who offered a palpable image of society as a self-organizing
communication system by echoing these invisible systems.68
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The Situationists were also involved in theorizing a connected city, a virtual network created
through the use of new technology. They regularly used walkie-talkies to create the experience
of a kind of primitive augmented reality in the city space during their dérives. According to
Debord, the dérive is, “a technique of rapid passage through varied ambiences. Dérives involve
playful-constructive behavior and awareness of psychogeographical effects, and are thus quite
different from the classical notions of journey or stroll.”69 Indeed, the famous psychogeographic
maps of Paris produced by the SI, including the Naked City (1957) [Fig.15], with their red
arrows connecting fragments of the city, become less abstract when read through the lens of
mobile communication methods. By using mobile radio transmitters and walkie-talkies to keep
in contact while on their dérives, they were performing the connections between the map
fragments in a virtual way, literally connecting the spatially disconnected pieces of the city.70 For
the squatters, too, communication was the binding mechanism for their conception of the city,
not only via print media like newspapers and zines (aided, of course, by increasingly affordable
DIY printing techniques) but also through pirate radio and television, discussed in more detail in
chapter 3.71 In addition to pirate radio and TV, the squatters used two-way walkie-talkies to keep
in contact and disseminate information between various locations in the city, particularly during
the large-scale evictions and the ensuing riots in the early 1980s. Even if the squats themselves
were not adjacent (or even in the same neighborhood), communication created a sense of a close-

69

Knabb, Situationist International Anthology: Revised and Expanded Edition, 62.
Ross and Lefebvre, “Lefebvre on the Situationists,” 73.
71
The relationship between the Situationists and the birth of the punk movement in the UK has
been widely established. The Sex Pistols manager and punk Svengali Malcolm McLaren was an
avid Situationist and the iconic Sex Pistols posters were heavily influenced by Jaime Reed who
had direct ties to the SI. (See Greil Marcus, Lipstick Traces: A Secret History of the Twentieth
Century (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1989).)
70

65

knit network. The most important squatter pirate radio station, the Vrije Keiser, was mobile from
late 1980 onward, broadcasting from different neighborhoods. This activity created an unofficial
network communication map between disparate sites in the city.
The notion that squatters created a virtual New Babylon in the late ’70s and early ’80s in
Amsterdam is not, however, without its caveats, particularly with regard to the underlying
motivations for the activities undertaken. While Constant imagined that freedom would be
achieved through automation and endless leisure time, it was, actually, boredom rather than
leisure that fueled the squatters’ autonomy and eventual creative endeavors. Throughout his life,
Constant refused to adequately address the essential dialectic at the center of his project, namely,
the possibility that automation and lack of employment might, at least at first, create an
overwhelming and oppressive idleness (a negative). This idleness could, given the right
conditions, produce an outpouring of latent creativity (a positive). But the negative feelings
around boredom would first have to be overcome, and it is by no means a certainty that this state
of creativity would automatically follow or that everyone in society would be able to reach this
state. According to Van Schaik:
With the issue of social space, Constant arrived at a crucial point in his reasoning. By
sacrificing the idea of a true social realm to functional emptiness and boredom, not only
real urban life, but also art along with it, has nearly all but disappeared. Dysfunctional
play and culture are simply planned into extinction, and the possibility for spontaneous
gathering or chance encounters, the thrill and vagaries of urban life survive in the cracks,
at best.72
Thus, in creating totalizing idleness and emptiness, the concept of New Babylon risks discarding
the tension between play and non-play and the experience of interesting, non-spectacular
situations that is inherent to the Situationist conception of playfulness.
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These contradictory and often dystopian elements of Constant’s plan make it difficult to
pinpoint a cohesive aesthetic or philosophical position. Looking at Ivan Chtcheglov’s
foundational text, “Formulary for a New Urbanism” (1953), on the other hand, one can see that
the attitudes and conditions he evokes, as they relate to boredom, consumption, and modern
convenience, remain relevant to the creative activities of squatters in the ’70s and ’80s.73 Unlike
Constant, many of those involved with the SI and its forerunner Lettrism, like Chtcheglov, were
deeply suspicious of automation and the promises offered by modern household gadgets.74 The
Lettrists, who were based in Paris in the ’40s and ’50s, made multidisciplinary work—including
film, poetry, and painting—that explored the phenomenology of words, sound, and image. They
saw themselves as part of a continuity from Dada and Surrealism and theorized revolutionary
ways to integrate art and life. Chtcheglov’s text, written in the context of Lettrism and published
by the Situationists in the first issue of their publication Internationale Situationniste in 1958,
famously begins, “We are bored in the city,” before offering a critique of the way automation has
created a population “hypnotized by production and conveniences.”75 As Tom McDonough
writes, boredom is “both the site of our greatest alienation and the site of that alienation’s
potential overcoming since, as Blanchot insists, boredom at least makes that alienation visible,
perceptible: ‘Boredom is the everyday become manifest: as a consequence of having lost its
essential—constitutive—trait of being unperceived.’”76 Play, as Huizinga clearly defines it,
opposes the everyday (and, thus, opposes boredom and leisure). “Play is not ‘normal’ or ‘real’
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life,” he writes, “It steps out of it into a temporary sphere of activity with its own purpose.”77
Play has clear boundaries—what Huizinga terms the “magic circle”—and clear rules that may or
may not diverge from the rules of the “real” world.78 As such, play has the capacity to create
temporary autonomous zones with their own governing rules. They are not only representations
of but also demonstrations of what the outside world could be.79
According to Van Schaik, in the unpublished book New-Babylon—Skizze zu einer Kultur,
Constant “makes it quite clear in his introductory ‘definitions’ that when talking of play he is not
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thinking in terms of a game with fixed rules of conduct: playing chess is not a creative act.”80
Whereas Huizinga defined play as something bound by rules, contrasting “reality,” Constant
redefines play as that which contrasts usefulness and has no rules.81 Marcel Duchamp, for one,
might take issue with the statement that chess is not a creative act. In reality, both play and art
are only definable, only come into existence via framing and rules, even if that framing or those
rules are subsequently redefined in a new and equally temporary field of play.
In the mid-1960s, Robert Jasper Grootveld declared Amsterdam the Magic Center of the
world, a city-size space for play. Echoing Huizinga’s magic circle, he drew the boundaries of
Provo’s ludic urban game around the central canal rings of the city [Fig. 001]. A
contemporaneous newspaper account of Grootveld’s vision for Amsterdam reports, “He had had
a dream in which he walked over squares, through streets, along canals, until he came right to the
Vondelpark… There he saw thousands, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands of Americans
coming to Amsterdam, the Magic Center of the world.”82 Grootveld’s vision came true. Within
five years after making that statement, the Vondelpark was indeed filled with tourists camping
out, wanting to take part in the magic of countercultural Amsterdam. The squatters picked up the
ludic urban game where the Provo movement left off, making the city the frame within which
they operated. Although Huizinga coined the term the “magic circle,” it is only mentioned twice
in Homo ludens. Magic circle is a translation from the Dutch word toverkring, which is, more
specifically, the word for the circle that magical creatures such as witches and fairies use to cast
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magic spells (also known as a chalk circle). The term was later taken up by game scholars in
much the same way as the “frame” has been utilized in art historical scholarship to discuss the
ways in which boundaries and definitions define the relative autonomy of games.83
Huizinga sees play as essential to civilization and outlines the relationship between play
and language, law, war, poetry, philosophy, art, and other aspects of human life. According to
Dick van Lente, play, for Huizinga, “is a freely chosen activity, not needed for survival, nor
geared toward some practical purpose or material gain.”84 Although Huizinga includes no
chapter on technology in Homo Ludens, Van Lente argues that we may surmise what his
argument would have been based on lectures and other books, particularly those analyzing
American models of mechanization.85 In these other works, according to Van Lente, Huizinga
used the examples of the cotton gin and its role in reviving slavery (as well as the way in which
entrepreneurs would buy patents to prevent competitors from developing technology) to argue
that, in America, mechanization, “tends to cease being an instrument of liberation and
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innovation; it instead becomes a binding power, even undermining basic American values such
as individual freedom and technological progress.”86 Thus, Huizinga himself was loath to put as
much faith in technology as Constant.
Following avant-garde artists before him, notably Piet Mondrian and others associated
with De Stijl, Constant believed that the realization of New Babylon would break down the
distinction between art and life and create a society where, by dissolving the boundaries between
normal life and play, the category of “art” would no longer be necessary.87 Likewise, the
Lettrists/Situationists rejected Huizinga’s distinction between play and “normal life” and
advocated for a revolution of playful existence in everyday life.88 If art, in a defined form, ceases
to exist once the creative acts that produce it are no longer framed or otherwise separated from
normal life, play, should, by the same logic, also cease to exist once it has been merged with
daily life. Both play and art require borders or boundaries if they are to be acknowledged and
defined as such. It could be said that their power derives from this tension. Thus, New Babylon’s
proposed continuous state of play, transforming everyone into an “artist,” would eradicate the
need for art and play. This is the essence of Constant’s (and the Situationists’) utopian vision: a
total transformation of human life that removes the categories of art and play and makes both of
these things, simply, everyday life. As Greil Marcus writes, “[…] where others saw only
hardening concrete, as a band of self-consciously modern revolutionaries the situationists
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thought they glimpsed a crack. They had come together […] in the belief that they could find that
crack, map it, pry it open until the old world disappeared into its hole.”89
Like the perambulatory “man of play” in Constant’s New Babylon or Situationists on
dérives, squatters and other travelling people have long been drifting through their own network
of “sectors.” The practice of squatting in the late ’70s and ’80s in Amsterdam incorporated
essential elements of Huizinga’s ludic man and Constant’s New Babylon (which was likely
received second- or third-hand via their Provo predecessors), but they were generally far less
optimistic than their ’60s counterparts. Their creativity was born more from the boredom of
unemployment and lack of opportunity than from idealistic utopianism.90 The boundaries
between art and life, squatters and ordinary people, remained firmly intact, no matter how porous
those borders were or how much they shifted through the urban space. The squatters’ movement
was, then, not a peaceful and permanent utopia but, rather, a temporary or brief appearance of
playful, artistic, and (in the end) warlike resistance. Their temporary autonomous game created
temporary autonomous zones (or, through their transience and use of communication media,
virtual temporary autonomous zones), which created new avenues for freedom and individual
expression.
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FRAMING / GAMING
In 1969, a group of ex-Provos, led by Roel van Duijn, formed a new movement: the
Kabouter Movement, which was more explicitly focused on environmentalism, conservation of
existing buildings, and urban solutions to maintain the small-scale structure of Amsterdam than
their Provo predecessors. They used the word kabouter, which means garden gnome in Dutch, to
draw association to small-scale care for the land. Constant greeted this new movement with
disapproval, as it was more aligned with emerging back-to-the-land movements than the
futuristic techno-urban utopianism of the early ’60s.91 According to Eric Duivenvoorden, “…in
September ’69, when he was elected to the municipal council for Provo, Van Duijn had already
declared Amsterdam a ‘Kabouter City.’ [The idea was that] this utopia, a small-scale,
environmentally- and people-friendly society based on socialist-anarchist foundations, should be
realized, in practice, by assembling all manner of activist groups that, in their own way, gave
form to the Kabouter philosophy.”92 Building on this, Roel van Duijn and Ben Dankbaar
established the Volksuniversiteit voor Sabotage (People’s University for Sabotage) on January
22, 1970. At their first meeting on January 27, two sociology students who attended, Ruud
Vermeer and Wouter de Graaf, proposed that they start an alternative state within a state, which
they named the Oranje Vrijstaat (the Orange Free State). According to Virigine Mamadouh,
“The Oranje Vrijstaat had to be a parody of the existing state but also develop ludic and

91

Schaik, “Psychogeogram: An Artist’s Utopia,” 223.
“… in september ’69, toen hij voor Provo in de gemeenteraad kwam, had Van Duijn
Amsterdam al uigeroepen tot ‘Kabouterstad’. Deze utopie van de kleinschalige, milieu- en
mensvriendelijke samenleving op socialistisch-anarchistische grondslag zou handen en voeten
moeten krijgen door een bundeling van allerlei actiegroepen die op hun eigen maniet aan deze
kaboutergedachten vormgaven.” Duivenvoorden, Een voet tussen de deur, 49.
92

73

constructive alternatives [to the existing state].”93 Officially established on February 5, 1970, the
Oranje Vrijstaat soon began agitating around pressing urban issues.94 According to Mamadouh,
they used loaded terminology in their activism, referring to vacant buildings as “freed” rather
than “occupied.”95
Also important to the movement was the establishment of their own newspaper, the
Kabouterskrant. They prioritized making connections with their neighbors, advocated against
urban renewal projects, and supported local residents who protested against redevelopment. The
primary goal of the Kabouters or the Oranje Vrijstaat was no longer to provoke a complacent
older generation who conformed to an outmoded social order, but to effect real change in the
city. Due to this practical turn in their activist activities, they garnered a reasonable amount of
sympathy and support from the general public. They were not without their detractors, however.
Marxists denounced them as lifestyle hobbyists or a subculture rather than actual agents of
political change.96 Nevertheless, thanks to the Kabouters, the housing needs of young people and
young families became part of the public conversation. There were two city council debates on
the topic on April 15, 1970 and June 23, 1971.97 From this point onwards, squatting was
instrumentalized as a tool for political protest, not just as a solution to housing needs, and, thus,
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squatting became a protest action that was no longer intended to be permanent or primarily
practical.98
In the mid-1970s, the practice of squatting in Amsterdam began to coalesce into an
organized political movement rather than the clandestine activity of individuals. According to
Mamadouh, this formalization occurred after 1975 when the Handleiding kraken (Squatting
Handbook) first published the contact addresses of established squatters, which allowed aspiring
squatters to seek out community and advice. Although the Woningburo de Kraker (The Squatter
Housing Agency, a Kabouter-affiliated activist group) had begun producing handbooks in 1969,
it took another half a decade before squatters began to form networks on a city-wide level.99 The
greater solidarity between squatters not only within the city of Amsterdam but across the country
was precipitated by their resistance to an anti-squat law, which was first proposed in 1973 and
would have made squatting criminally punishable. The Tweede Kamer (the second house of the
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Dutch Parliament) passed the law in 1976, but vociferous protest over the next two years
persuaded the Eerste Kamer (the first house) to reject a hearing on it in February 1978, thereby
killing the proposal.100 The squatters were supported by the Raad Van Kerken (Council of
Churches), who used the example of Germany to argue that criminalization of squatting had led
to the rise of terrorist groups like the Red Army Faction.101
At the end of 1976, squatters across Amsterdam were organizing kraakspreekuren
(squatting office hours), which were designed to offer information and advice to other squatters.
They also began to open squatter cafés, the first of which, De Vergulde Koevoet (The Gilded
Crowbar) on the Harlemmerplein, opened at the end of 1976.102 Around the same time, squatters
were busy forming various action groups and squatter organizations. In November 1975, the first
issue of the first citywide newspaper for squatters, the Kraakkrant (Squat Newspaper), was
published.103
When the city government finally took action to evict the squatters in Nieuwmarkt
neighborhood in early March 1975, the first large-scale violent conflicts between squatters and
police erupted. The city of Amsterdam’s plan to demolish the neighborhood in order to build a
large highway and a new metro station was initiated in 1965 but had been delayed since that time
largely due to the activism of the Provos, Kabouters, and their associates. The redevelopment
plan spurred the formation of the activist group Woningburo De Kraker in 1968 and, by 1970,
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more and more young people had squatted the neighborhood.104 Independent media played an
important organizational role in activism against the city’s plans for Nieuwmarkt; former Provo
member Rob Stolk ran a press in the neighborhood that published no less than four newspapers
catering specifically to the local area and the campaign to preserve it.105 The first squatter pirate
radio broadcaster, Sirene, was also established, and called itself “the activist broadcaster of the
Niewumarkt neighborhood, the luchtwapen [air weapon, a reference to German luftwaffe] of
Amsterdam.”106 From March 24 to April 8, 1975, riots broke out in protest to the immanent
evictions of long-established squats.107 These events largely changed city officials’ attitude
toward the squatters. According to Mamadouh, “Until that time squatters were tolerated as long
as they were not visible: they could not publicize their illegal living situation and they had to,
above all, disappear as soon as the city wanted to demolish the buildings in question.”108 The
relative success of the Nieuwmarkt actions, however, only further solidified the political power
of squatting.109
While the previously mentioned organizational strategies for the emerging squatters’
movement were already underway by 1978, another episode of police violence during the
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eviction of a squat at Nicolaas Beetsstraat/Jacob van Lennepstraat 207–211 in that year spurred
squatters to step up their defensive tactics.110 Subsequent attempts by police to evict longstanding squats in Amsterdam between 1979 and 1980 forced the squatters to establish a stronger
and more militant network, which meant that they increasingly fought for and maintained not
only their own living quarters but other squatted spaces within the city, rotating amongst them.
Both the squatters and the Mobiele Eenheid (ME) (mobile unit), the Dutch riot police, quickly
escalated the level of violence during this period. In response to the increasingly fraught
evictions happening around the city, the leaders of the nascent movement designated one squat in
particular, nicknamed the Groote Keijser (also, Keyser) and located in six properties at
Keizersgracht 242–252, as the symbolic heart of the resistance.
The collection of historic seventeenth and eighteenth-century buildings that made up the
Groote Keijser was an impressive asset for the movement, located at the heart of Amsterdam on
one of the central canal rings. The properties had mostly been used, in the past, as offices and
factories rather than living quarters, and the enormous size of the squat reflected that. Both by
virtue of the architecture and its location, the property was among the most prestigious in the
city. According to Duivenvoorden, “The [Groote Keijser] properties offered an excellent
opportunity to bring everything that the squatters’ movement was fighting against into the
spotlight simultaneously: the shortage of housing, real estate speculation, the gangs of thugs that
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landlords hired to forcibly remove squatters, and the failure of government policy.”111
Nevertheless, the role of the Keijser as a symbol of the squatters’ movement rang false to many
squatters. The idea of permanence, after all, went against the mutating, temporary, nomadic ethos
of the movement. As BILWET writes, “The Keyser was big and empty, and everyone fit inside
it. […] But why should a house whose front-door key had been handed around by tourists just
last summer, one where Israelis had barbecued on the floor, start to function as a symbol of the
people’s will? There was nothing particularly special about it.”112
The complex was first squatted on November 1, 1978 and existed as an informal (i.e., not
well organized and, compared to other squats, unfortified) flophouse for local squatters and
tourists during its first year of occupation.113 In November 1979, a judge determined that the
squatters on the property could be evicted as of December 14 of that year. The resistance to the
pending eviction attracted squatter activists from around the city to the Groote Keijser, during
which time it largely stopped functioning as a practical living space. The majority of the fifty
people living in the complex at the time left the premises; ten decided to stay and fight.114 These
squatter-activists set to work heavily fortifying the building and took turns keeping watch. As
ever, communication was paramount: they set up a pirate radio station that they called de Vrije
Keijser (the Free Keijser), which first broadcast on January 13, 1980 and quickly became the
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voice of the squatters’ movement.115 Such was the level of commitment from the increasingly
militant activists that some of them even claimed they were ready to die defending the Groote
Keijser.116
As it emerged in the late ’70s, the squatters’ movement largely took the shape of a virtual
network, made up of a loose confederation of people who came together in shifting, temporary
configurations at different locations across the city. Although local nodes and communities of
squatters existed in each neighborhood, they were increasingly linked. Their activities were
facilitated not only by traditional meeting points in physical space, such as squatter cafés and
kraakspreekuren, but by a diversified communication network that consisted of pirate radio and
TV broadcasting, telephone trees (used to raise the alarm on a pending eviction),
leaflets/pamphlets, and print media. Rather than floating above the city space in a network of
superstructures, as in Constant’s New Babylon, the squatter network floated on the airwaves and
embedded in the cracks of the city. Once a property was squatted, an adjacent property might be
infiltrated by cracking through the interior walls, alleyways, or roofs, leading to new
configurations in space and the establishment of large multi-building mega-squats like the
Groote Keijser, the Handelsblad complex, and the Wijers complex.117 No space was ever stable
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or permanent. As BILWET write, “Because the rigid functionality of the house blueprint had
been abandoned, a state of continual rebuilding could be established.”118 Like Homo ludens in
New Babylon, where everyone is an artist and a player (although play and art are never defined
as such), squatters arranged and re-arranged their spaces to suit their own desires. According to
BILWET, “Squatters were artists because they moved into the empty space to play in it, and on
no account to ‘furnish’ it.”119 Over the course of the decade, squatters in Amsterdam broadened
their playground, not only to squats around the city and the country but also internationally.120
Ultimately, the Groote Keijser was not evicted, as the city feared the levels of violence
that might ensue if they tried to breach the heavily fortified structure. Instead, riots broke out
across town around the eviction of another squat at Vondelstraat 72, on the corner of
Vondelstraat and Eerste Constantijn Huygensstraat, between February 29 and March 3, 1980. A
notorious property speculator owned the squat in question and the eviction came suddenly in the
middle of the night. When the squatters attempted to re-squat the building on February 29, fights
broke out with the police and the ME. The squatters set up barricades in the middle of the Eerste
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Constantijn Huygenstraat so that the tram lines were forced to halt their services through the
area. Unwilling to move from their barricades, the squatters put forth several demands: that the
former residents would be allowed to remain in the property in question, that the police withdraw
entirely from the scene, and that a recently arrested squatting activist, Nanda, be released from
jail.121 The mayor and police responded to the activists on the barricades by distributing leaflets
out of a helicopter warning them that the police had been given discretion to shoot with live
ammunition, if worst came to worst, and that people should remain in their homes. Twelve
hundred ME personnel were brought in, including officers with machine guns, armored vehicles,
water cannons, and tanks, which were used to roll over and demolish the barricades [Fig.16,
Fig.17].122 They were faced by ten thousand demonstrators who, in particular, took issue with the
huge show of militaristic force in clearing the barricades from the Vondelstraat. Despite the
upheaval and chaos of the conflict, the authorities agreed to all of the squatters’ demands.123
The battle was over, but the war was just beginning. Major riots continued through 1980
over a variety of squats in Amsterdam and city residents grew used to the sound of the ME’s
sirens blaring through the city and the constant upheaval around street protests and riots. At the
end of the year, the city announced the purchase of the Groote Keijser complex in order to turn
the building into legitimate government-funded housing. The squatters reached a consensus that
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the radio station located in the building, which had become such an important source of
information during that year, must somehow be preserved. The last broadcast of the Vrije Keijser
from the Groote Keijser location was on October 26, 1980, after which it went mobile,
broadcasting from a new neighborhood every day under the slogan, “Let a thousand antennas
bloom.”124 Despite the relatively peaceful resolution of the Groote Keijser stand-off, the ludic
playground was increasingly looking like a game of war, with each side moving their pieces
strategically across the board.

HOMO BELLICUS
In the 1950s, Guy Debord began developing a board game, a Kriegspiel or Game of War,
which was patented in 1965.125 It was modeled on eighteenth-century warfare, inspired by the
military theory of Prussian General Carl von Clausewitz.126 In 1987, after working on the game
for several decades, Debord published both a limited edition and mass-market version of the
game and an explanatory book, Le jeu de la guerre, together with Alice Becker-Ho.127 Although
it is designed around an older, Napoleonic structure of warfare, Debord placed instantaneous
communication at the center of the in-game conflict, nodding to the contemporary moment.128 It
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is, as such, an exploration of the principles of infowar (i.e., information war), a term that became
popular with leftwing activists in the ’90s and is currently popular with the far right.129
McKenzie Wark argues that the development of the Jeu de la guerre, over thirty plus years,
exemplifies Debord’s work as a strategist.130 Wark writes, “Debord and Becker-Ho’s concept of
contemporary strategy is one that takes place in a doubled terrain: the first of spatial extension
and sequential time, a space of architecture and geography; the second of the simultaneous time
of communication.”131 Debord’s game is, in a way, the pessimistic double of Constant’s New
Babylon. Instead of an open-ended playground and labyrinth, free from conflict, as Constant
imagined it, Debord’s game celebrates the art of war and struggle within a logically-arranged
gridded structure. Both are built from complex interrelated networks, layered on top of each
other, but one draws inspiration from an obsolete past while the other looks to an impossible
future. While New Babylon fastidiously elides geographical concerns and the particularity of
place, the Jeu de la guerre attempts to account for as many specific factors as possible.
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A true cybernetic synthesis of geography, communication, the physical properties of
military and strategic units, climate, and psychology (morale) is, as Debord explains, not
possible within the confines of the board game he designed, but he has, he says, at least
considered these issues and certainly tries to capture as many contributing vectors as possible.132
As Sven Lütticken notes, “Debord’s emphasis on lines of communication may be seen as the one
unmistakably up-to-date, ‘cybernetic’ element of the game.”133 In fact, the interplay between
physical and immaterial elements, as well as his acknowledgement of the forces that remain
underrepresented in the game, indicates that Debord is, indeed, trying to formulate a rudimentary
training ground for cybernetic warfare. As defined by Norbert Wiener, cybernetics is control and
communication in the machine and the animal—a synthesis of the elements of nature and the
artificially produced sensory apparatus of the machine, a way to understand, quantify, and
predict the influence of complex systems like human behavior or climate on a desired goal
(military or otherwise).134 In New Babylon, Constant envisioned humans, Homo ludens, who had
shed their animal nature—their animal time—completely, living in a world with no connection to
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the cycles of day/night, seasons, or the natural world. Debord’s game, on the other hand,
rehearses this relationship, strategizes it, brings it into direct confrontation.135
In addition to navigating geographic features and moving more traditional military
divisions such as cavalry, infantry, and artillery, into position around the board, maintaining
communication lines are, as noted, essential to the game. Preserving these lines of
communication not only determines victory or defeat but the ability of the physical means of war
to move and operate on the board. As Debord writes, “All offensive and defensive value, and the
entire mobility of a combat unit is [sic] absolutely subordinated to the necessity for it to stay in
communication with one of the arsenals of its side.”136 Instead of a timeless utopia of the present,
free from diurnal attachments and routine, the Game of War reflects the interplay of
instantaneous communication with the constraints of geographic and material time.
According to Lütticken, “As a game, and a game of war no less, Debord’s Jeu de la
guerre should be distinguished from the early situationist hymns to play, to play unbound, a life
without rules—or at least with only moral, rather than conventional social or economic, rules.
The game was a tool for sharpening one’s strategic skills in the struggle for a life that would
indeed be play unbound, but had yet to be realized.”137 Although Debord may well have intended
the game as a strategic training ground, a rehearsal for strategy in the real world, I would argue
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that there is no indication of a New Babylon-like endgame in the Game of War. By organizing
the game around a historical form of combat and infusing it with a more contemporary
conceptualization of communication networks, Debord instead creates a continuous realm of
strategy and struggle, a utopia where strategy begets more strategy. His fascination with the
game over so many years indicates that he was content to remain in this realm of strategy, a
realm that, unlike Constant’s utopian vision, was filled with uncertainty and pessimism. In
Panegyric 1, he writes:
The world of war at least presents the advantage of not leaving room for the silly chatter
of optimism. […] It is amusing to see what superior airs journalistic and academic
thinkers put on when it comes to giving their opinions on the plans for military operations
now over. […] These same thinkers have always listened with a great deal of respect to
the worst visionaries of technology and all the dreamers of the economy, without even
thinking of examining the results.138
And so, the Jeu de la guerre is not only a training ground for strategy but a melancholic
meditation on history.
Wark writes, “In the Game of War, history is made mobile again, in an irreversible time
where strategy can reverse the course of events.”139 Where Constant’s vision of New Babylon
aims to build the mobile future, Debord seeks to set the past in motion in service of the present.
Wark continues:
It is as if for Constant some grand strategy could remake the whole terrain in one go. For
Debord, by contrast, the challenge is to envisage the terrain in which tactics could yield a
strategy for transforming the architectural terrain, and the point at which this could be
effected is the intersection of the architectural terrain with the communication terrain that
doubles it, producing new spaces for maneuver against new vulnerabilities. Where
Constant imagines the whole of the earth as a space for play, Debord inquires into the
accumulated experience of contesting social forces that might make this other kind of
play possible. War is the effigy of play.
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This “effigy of play” in Debord’s Jeu de la guerre is, by definition, temporary.
Harkening back to the use of radios and walkie-talkies by the Situationists, the game
creates pathways and connections through communication networks that are constantly changing
and mutating. While cybernetics held the promise that the complex systems of war could,
eventually, be understood through computation power, human actors can only strategize in
incomplete ways, using temporality and movement to their advantage. Debord writes, “This is a
war of movement—sometimes momentarily frozen on a static front, in the defense of a pass or a
fort—where the territory has no interest in itself, but only by tactical or strategic positions that
are necessary to an army or harmful to its enemy.”140 Thus, the goal is not the territory itself but,
rather, the strategic advantage that might be gained by temporarily holding that territory. In this
way, Debord’s game is very much not situated in the eighteenth century. Immaterial
communication networks are the key to forming temporary sites of resistance to the established
order in physical space, a way to create new connections where both the physical
architecture/geography as well as the legal restraints limit new creation. In essence, Debord’s
game centers around claiming temporary autonomous zones (i.e., continually mutating strategic
positions rather than revolution “with duration”). As Andrew Hussey writes:
Debord had conducted all of his attacks on the spectacular society as essentially negative
actions, counter-offensives which were meant to draw the enemy out to an exposed
position. […] The most crucial aspect of the work of negative action, for Debord the
game-player, however, was its ability to undermine all known fixed positions: “The
permanent interaction of tactics and strategy can bring about surprises and reversals—
sometimes at the last instant.”141
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By keeping communication intact and remaining mobile, victories (not lasting victory) can be
achieved.
Debord’s Jeu de la guerre is a useful framework within which to view the militaristic
wing of squatters’ movement, contrasting the idealism of the previous generation of squatter
activists. There is only a vague genealogical link between Debord and Dutch punk. In the
Netherlands, punk borrowed its aesthetics primarily from the English punk movement, which
was directly linked to the SI.142 The absence of a direct Dutch connection to the SI may be due to
the fact that the members based in the Netherlands sided with Asgar Jorn’s expressionist wing of
the SI rather than either Constant or Debord. For example, Gallerist Rob Jurka recalled an
encounter between a former Situationist, most likely Jacqueline de Jong, and the neoexpressionist work of the punk-influenced painters Peter Klashorst and Maarten Ploeg in the
early 1980s. He says, “[…] I had a lady from the Situationist International in the gallery that
said: what is happening here, with all this self-expression, that is precisely what the Situationists
saw as their ideal. Situationists strived to bring about a state of permanent societal revolution,
through the creation of disruptive situations and happenings that were suitable for mass
consumption.”143 I would argue, however, that punk—and, to a certain degree, the neoexpressionist artwork of Klashorst and Ploeg, which is discussed in more detail in chapter 2—
were the opposite of permanent societal revolution. They were the aesthetic components of a
present-ist ideology, a “no future” ideology that operated through temporary not permanent
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disruption. If indeed this gallery visitor was De Jong, her affiliation with Jorn may explain her
desire to attach the previous generation’s hopes of revolution to a new generation that was,
actually, far more concerned with in-the-moment chaos and living, without pretense, in the now.
Despite the overall instinct toward movement and fluidity within the squatters’
movement in Amsterdam, the actions of a militant faction of the movement also began pursuing
“negative action” after the Vondelstraat riots. What many of them failed to realize, as they clung
to the defense of particular buildings, was that the “territory” was not what was important but,
rather, the temporary zones of resistance that were created in the cracks of the city. While their
activities drew the “enemy” out, they also hastened the closure of the TAZ that had formed
around the squatters’ movement. For the squatters who opposed the more militant factions, such
as those connected to the squatter newspaper Bluf! and BILWET, detailed below, squatting was a
kind of synthesis of Debord’s temporary strategies and Constant’s timeless play. BILWET wrote,
“Squatting was not a historical mission; it was extra-historical space, with play as its fourth
dimension.”144 As this crack was closing, a new crack was beginning to appear that increasingly
carved out and utilized the immaterial rather than physical urban sphere. But first, the city
descended into war.
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Stadsoorlog
Without anyone studying for it, the squatters discovered the three central
principles of fortification formulated by Marshal Vauban at the end of the 17th
century and put them into practice.145
-BILWET on the fortification of the Groote Keijser

The squatters’ movement in Amsterdam had reached an impasse in the early 1980s. After
the formation of HAT (Huisvesting voor Alleenstanden en Tweepersoonshuishoudens, Housing
for Single and Two-Person Households) in 1975, the government was actually addressing the
key demands the squatters had put forth since the late 1960s (i.e., that there was not enough
housing for young people and young couples). Even if the progress was slow, HAT had finally
begun investigating and purchasing squatted buildings to convert into legitimate housing for
singles and couples in the early 1980s. The goal of living, which was at least partially being
addressed, was, then, subsequently pushed aside in favor of continuing the struggle under altered
terms. This is, perhaps, unsurprising as, by the early 1980s, many squatters had grown used to a
high level of autonomy. The network of squats in the city afforded young people the ability to
make and re-make their world as they desired, and they, therefore, found themselves suddenly
unwilling to give up this freedom for a government-subsidized apartment.
Although mainstream squatter activism still revolved around a desire for concrete
housing solutions, the more radical elements of the movement increasingly sought to maintain
the status quo or, even, prolong the conflict, refusing any concessions or provisions made by the
municipal or national governments (of which there were many). Homo ludens, then, increasingly
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became Homo bellicus (the human of war) in the playing field of Amsterdam. Riding high on the
successes (and spectacle) of the Vondelstraat riots a month earlier, squatters declared April 1980
“squatting month” and, on April 2nd, squatted forty-seven luxury apartments on the Prins
Hendrikkade in the center of the city.146 Simultaneously, a group calling themselves De
Autonomen (the Autonomists) began spreading flyers around Amsterdam to advertise a massive
protest around the coronation of Queen Beatrix, planned for Queen’s Day on April 30, 1980.
Clearly inspired by the smoke bombs and protests that had occurred during Beatrix’s wedding in
1966, the group used the slogan “Geen Woning Geen Kroning” (No Housing No Coronation),
arguing that too much money was being spent on the coronation ceremonies instead of
addressing housing needs in the city. The posters showed pictures of the future queen inside
graphics of bombs [Fig.18] or alongside pictures of a demolished building [Fig.19]. In their most
direct appeals to nostalgia, the Autonomen also used an image from 1966 royal wedding protests
for one of their posters [Fig.20].
Although representatives of the most militant wing of the squatters’ movement, including
Theo van der Giessen and Henk van der Kleij, were part of the Autonomen, many squatters saw
the group as wholly separate from the squatters’ movement and did not want to be associated
with them.147 In fact, Duivenvoorden reports that many squatters had no idea who this group was
or where it had come from.148 As advertised on the flyers, the protests were supposed to start at
1:30pm on the day of the coronation at the symbol of leftist revolt, De Dokwerker (the Dock
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Worker), a sculpture near the Waterlooplein to commemorate dock workers and other working
class Amsterdammers who resisted the Nazi occupation and persecution of the Jewish population
by going on strike in February 1941.149 As it turned out, protest actions were already well
underway by the early afternoon.150 Over the course of the day, battles between the police and
rioters extended across Amsterdam, and the aftermath cast the whole movement in an
unfavorable light.151
Even if sympathy for the squatters was on shaky ground after the coronation riots, the
squatters’ movement continued to grow over the course of the next year, as the frequency of
evictions increased and the government/HAT tried desperately to appease the more reasonable
elements of the movement with concrete housing plans. The battle over a squat in the museum
district of Amsterdam from 1981 to 1982, however, marked a definitive turning point in public
opinion against the more militant wing of the movement, which had largely hijacked the image
of squatting as a whole. On April 4, 1981, a mansion, located at Jan Luijkenstraat 3 and
nicknamed the Lucky Luijk, was squatted. The property was subsequently purchased by a wellknown real estate speculation firm, Lüske and Bootsma, who set about arranging the eviction of
the squatters so that they could sell the renovated property at a profit. Frustrated by lack of
progress through legal means, the firm hired a gang of thugs to illegally evict the squat on
October 12, 1981, as the police stood by. Outraged that firms such as Lüske and Bootsma were
allowed to employ methods of illegal eviction with impunity, the squatters decided to try to re-

149

Mamadouh, De stad in eigen hand: Provo’s, Kabouters en krakers als stedelijke sociale
beweging, 146; Owens, Cracking Under Pressure: Narrating the Decline of the Amsterdam
Squatters’ Movement, 81–82.
150
Duivenvoorden, Het Kroningsoproer, 96–101.
151
For more on the events of the day see Duivenvoorden, Het kroningsoproer.
93

squat the property on October 20, 1981, which surprised the new renter of the property, the hired
thugs, and the police alike. In preparation for the re-squat, the leaders of the action decided to
organize their followers into a quasi-paramilitary unit, which alienated many of their fellow
squatters.152 They reportedly staged training exercises in the countryside, drew up detailed
strategic plans for how they would storm the building, and equipped themselves with bulletproof vests, helmets, shields, and fire bombs.153
As was de rigueur by that point in time, the Lucky Luijk squatters demanded that the
building be used as social housing. A group of squatters representing the building had even
signed a statement saying that they would leave if that demand was met. After the municipal
government offered to purchase the building and convert it into social housing—albeit for
families rather than single people—the squatters occupying the building refused to stand by their
earlier statement. According to Mamadouh, “The squatters made it known that they would not
leave the property and rejected their previous statement because they would have signed it under
pressure. This move was widely reported in the media as a sign that squatters were unreasonable
and untrustworthy…”154 After much deliberation, the final eviction of the squat on October 11,
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1982 resulted in another riot. A number 10 tram, set ablaze on the corner of Van Baerlestraat and
Willemsparkweg, just outside the Stedelijk Museum [Fig.21], has become the lasting image of
not only the riot but the beginning of the end for the movement. Although the media and the
residents of Amsterdam largely assumed the tram was deliberately torched, the squatters
maintained that the tram had driven through a flaming barricade and accidentally caught on
fire.155 The destruction during these actions further eroded any sympathy normal citizens had for
squatters in the city. According to Linus Owens, “Squatters viewed these challenges as robbing
them of their power to define boundaries. They were no longer the ones contesting and
redrawing the lines, their opponents were.”156 At this point the movement factionalized. There
were many internal discussions about the increasing levels of militarism of the movement and
many of the original squatters from the Groote Keijser and the Vondelstraat quit the scene.157

TACTICAL MEDIA AVANT LA LETTRE
How you left the space, days or year later, varied […] Some drifted on in other
circuits, from Alpine meadows to cyberspace. Others just stayed. No one who has
been inside the space can ever leave again; at night in your dreams you go
back.158
-BILWET

Linus Owens’s research into the decline of the squatters’ movement in Amsterdam points
to many complex reasons and fraught events that precipitated the feeling that the movement was
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in decline by the mid-1980s.159 He argues that the violence around the Lucky Luijk eviction and
re-squat in 1982 was as a key turning point, during which internal ideological divides came to
the fore.160 If the activities around the Lucky Luijk were a sign of decline, the death of squatter
Hans Kok in a jail cell in 1985, after an eviction in the Staatsliedenbuurt, provided a symbolic
endpoint. After Kok’s death, internal conflict consumed the squatters’ movement in
Amsterdam.161 In the late 1980s, the PVK (Politieke Vleugel van de Kraakbeweging, Political
Wing of the Squatters’ Movement), a militaristic group of radicalized squatters, emerged from
the war games of the Lucky Luijk and the retributive actions around Kok’s death. They ruled the
streets of the Staatsliedenbuurt with authoritarian zeal, through tactics of violence and
intimidation.162
While some of the squatters continued to escalate their war games, others were moving in
another direction. Bluf! was born out of a meeting on September 5, 1981, chronicled by Van der
Spek and Bierkart, during which squatters discussed the “media need” in the movement.163 On
January 22, 1982, the first issue came out, and the publication ran until 1988 with a rotating
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editorial board.164 Unlike other squatter publications, Bluf! reported on a much wider range of
global activist issues beyond squatting in Amsterdam or the Netherlands, indicating an interest in
moving away from the local/pragmatic stance toward a more international and
intellectual/ideological position. The paper was led by Eveline Lubbers (who went simply by
“Evel”), Geert Lovink (“Geert”), Jo van der Spek (“Jojo”), Kees Bierkart (“Kees”), and a variety
of other activists over the years.165 In a text about Bluf! written by Lubbers and Lovink in 1984,
they state, “from the first moment, the idea has been that the weekly would be an activist paper
[…] [that] the paper must be for more people than just the squatters.”166 Commenting on the
development of Bluf! in the context of other squatter media, BILWET writes, “The inside
[squatter] media were there to inform the outside world, but especially each other, what all had
happened. […] it was these papers and radio stations that were responsible for the larger whole
you felt part of. […] While a general movement paper like Bluf! considered itself a “megaphone
to the media,” when warning of a riot, for example, other scenes opposed it for exactly this
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reason, as a ‘springboard for careerists.’”167 The ideas fostered in Bluf! were part of a new front
in the movement that was increasingly interested in the power of media, not only in the local
sense but also in the sense that media could forge connections nationally or internationally. The
editors published articles not only on local squatters’ issues but also broader leftwing activist and
social justice topics of the day.
By 1984, many of the original editors of Bluf! were moving on to other projects, leaving
the day-to-day operation of the paper to a new group of people. In 1983, Lovink became
involved with the aforementioned theory group BILWET (aka ADILKNO), whose other
members included Arjen Mulder, BasJan van Stam, Lex Wouterloot, and Patrice Riemens. The
formation of BILWET was a continuation of not only the internationalizing of the Dutch
squatters’ movement but also a desire to infuse the movement with some degree of
intellectualism and theory, which had long been taboo for the pragmatically-minded squatters.168
According to Lovink, “Adilkno’s media theory has to be read within developments in
Amsterdam since the 1980s. This self-willed free state, international home and operations base
of hippies, queers, the unemployed, artists and tourists, sat in the shadow of great upheavals on
the European continent. […] The anti-intellectual attitude of the punks’ and squatters’
movement, which have been important breeding grounds for many media initiatives, embroiders
on the general attitude that people should not chatter, but get to work.”169 The synthesis of pirate
and autonomous media and the volatile political issues around squatting created, within
BILWET, the roots of contemporary new media theory in the Netherlands. This culminated in
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the internet art and theory of the early to mid-1990s, which can be traced directly back to these
media “experiments” of the early and mid-’80s. The following chapters will look at art, pirate
broadcast, alternative media, new media exhibitions/events, and—eventually—early versions of
the internet and online mailing lists, which were influenced by and initiated by many of the same
key players who were involved in the squatters’ movement and the network of squats and
squatter media in the Netherlands in the 1980s.
The relationships that BILWET cultivated with German squatters and theorists continued
to be important in the decade that followed. Germany and the Netherlands led the way in new
media studies at the dawn of the internet age due to the heavy cross-pollination of political and
media theory between the two countries during the 1980s. In 1983, Lovink finished his master’s
degree in political science and sociology and decided to move to Berlin. He says, “And then, a
big shift happened, also intellectually […] I started to move away more and more from the dayto-day politics of the social movements. And I started to become more of a theorist in the
making.”170 BILWET nurtured not only the existing activist and squatting connections in the
Netherlands and Germany but also aided in the development of new media and media art theory
that was emerging in the mid- to late ’80s.
In 1990, BILWET published Bewegingsleer: kraken aan gene zijde van de media
[Cracking the Movement: Squatting Beyond the Media (1994)], a hybrid text that both narrates
the movement, mainly through quotations, and briefly theorizes on the makings of a movement
and the clash of mainstream media and alternative “antimedia scenes” or “extra-media”
activities. Writing at the dawn of the internet era, they comment on how hacking and disruption
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of the mainstream media creates the potential for both DIY media and also liberation from
media. They write, “The strategy is to fight the enemy with its own methods. […] The antimedia
scenes’ lightning strikes cause puzzling breaks in the data circuits. They briefly create media-free
zones where meetings arise between people who suddenly can’t get a picture and come to ask
what’s going on. The antimedia arsenal is unlimited: short-circuiting telephone exchanges,
bringing satellites off course, burning down cable boxes […] communicating with the hammer:
‘Talking back to the media.’”171 Indeed, the Talking Back to the Media exhibition and festival in
1985 in Amsterdam, which is discussed in chapter 4, paved the way for this transition in
thinking.
While hacking and destroying established media has its place, BILWET also write about
the preference for “sovereign media,” i.e., autonomous media like that which was developed in
the squatters’ movement. They write:
The sovereign media do not compete with reality, but aim to make it the exception. These
are not conquered media, but handmade hybrids from age-old to hypermodern. They
appear irregularly in print, on the air, in data networks. The program producers do not
show themselves; we see only their masks in formats familiar to us. […] The sovereign
media dare reality to prove it exists by denying it. […] While the media compress the
world and history to screen size, the sovereign media move in the opposite direction.
They suck us into a universe to sail the sea of noise and update the oceanic feeling. For a
moment, only media exist. In this transit space, too, the thing is not to hang around too
long, lest you end up in art or politics, for the sovereign media’s denial of reality borders
on that.172
This drive to “not hang around too long” is the ideal state of the temporary autonomous zone or
the crack; the power of the resistance comes from its temporary nature.
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As noted, BILWET classifies squatters as artists who make and re-make the spaces
around them, echoing New Babylon. In the preface to the English edition of the book, Steven
Englander writes:
ADILKNO considers squatters to be artists: they appropriate empty space in order to play
in it, to live ‘artfully,’ but without the pretensions of the self-conscious creative
personality. Their playground materializes through the occupation of vacancy by all sorts
of interesting and useable junk discarded by mainstream society. In the
bricolage constructed, waste and refuse is [sic] assigned a new value, one in accordance
with the transformation and transience appropriate to an often nomadic lifestyle that
rejects permanence and stability as ideals, and as instruments to achieve a prosaic
functionalism.173
And so, squatters, through media tools and in physical space, were bringing an alternate version
of New Babylon into focus.
The squatters’ movement and its use of media laid the foundations for an emerging
theory of “tactical media,” a term that was coined at the Next Five Minutes conference in 1993
and largely inspired by the theory of Michel de Certeau.174 Developed by artist David Garcia (a
co-organizer of Talking Back to the Media) and Lovink, the emergence of tactical media, which
will be covered in greater depth in chapter 4, was still around a decade away, but its roots were
already present.175 Garcia and Lovink define tactical media as:
what happens when the cheap ‘do it yourself’ media, made possible by the revolution in
consumer electronics and expanded forms of distribution (from public access cable to the
internet) are exploited by groups and individuals who feel aggrieved by or excluded from
the wider culture. Tactical media do not just report events, as they are never impartial
they always participate and it is this that more than anything separates them from
mainstream media. […] Tactical media are media of crisis, criticism and opposition.176
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Tactical media was more than media activism. Although it developed in tandem with internet art
in the ’90s, it was a continuation of the politically engaged artistic practices that emerged in
Amsterdam during and directly after the squatters’ movement in the 1980s. As such, it was
defined by its temporariness. Geert Lovink writes that tactical media is “short-term concept, born
out of disgust for ideology. […] By definition, tactical media is nonsustainable, always on the
verge of disappearance.”177 Although the term itself came about in the ’90s, the practices
underpinning it were present in urban space, through squatting, pirate media, and, even, in
painting and street art.

CHALK CIRCLES, CHALK LINES
We live in an open-air museum and artisanal squatting and campaigning is our
work.178
-BILWET, 1986

Just as a game is created by “drawing” a magic circle around it, a work of art is defined
by framing. The urban spatial practice of squatting, described above in relation to Constant and
the Situationists, was one of the means by which Homo ludens/Homo bellicus defined the
temporary autonomous zone/network of cracks in Amsterdam. Another tactic that served as a
framing device (or a way to draw a boundary around squatting) was the use of graffiti, graphics,
posters, and a symbol by squatters to delineate their territory. According to Pascal Gielen,
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“Among those starting to eat away at the rigid urban grid in the late nineteen-fifties were the
situationists. […] Until well into the nineteen-seventies and even the early nineteen-eighties,
murals and primitive graffiti, together with squatters’ movements, continued the reappropriation
battle.”179 The phrase “eat away” is apt, in this case, since the activity was one of cracking into
and excavating beneath the surface, not merely layering on top of an untouched medium. The
visual—usually the domain of “art”—had an important role to play in this. The cracks in the city
space that I describe in this chapter were not merely “virtual” or imaginary, existing as a social
construct, they were visible in the form of graffiti and other visual practices of marking the
space. In the late ’70s and early ’80s in Amsterdam, these visual markings—these squatter chalk
circles—appeared in the public realm, as flyers and posters on the street and as graffiti written on
the sides of buildings and banners.
The city, as a platform, is not only cracked into and occupied by squatters but used as a
space, a conduit, or a medium for alternative messages and forms of communication. In his
essay, “Requiem for the Media,” Jean Baudrillard compares the occupation of mass media
infrastructure during the May ’68 protests in Paris unfavorably to the use of graffiti and posters
during that same time period. He argues that seizing the media or distributing access to it
democratically will do nothing to “break the monopoly of speech” that is fundamental to
broadcast and that the “real” revolutionary media during May ’68 were the walls of the city and
streets, where hand-painted posters and graffiti were implemented. The street, according to
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Baudrillard, is “the alternative and subversive form of the mass media, since it isn’t, like the
latter, an objectified support for answerless messages.”180 Henri Lefebvre, also writing in the
wake of May ’68, claims, “Revolutionary events generally take place in the street. […] The
urban space of the street is a place for talk […] A place where speech becomes writing. A place
where speech can become “savage” and, by escaping rules and institutions, inscribe itself on
walls.”181 If the streets have the potential for transgression in this way, however, I would posit
that the mass media does as well, as broadcast media is—as the following chapters show—both
more elastic and the cityspace more constricted than Baudrillard allows. The city, after all, is no
less a vehicle or vessel embedded with and underpinned by a capitalist logic than broadcast
media.
Baudrillard’s essay can be, perhaps, better understood given its context as a response to
the perceived failures during May ’68— the occupation of the state-run French broadcaster
ORTF is a key example— and dissatisfaction with Marxist media theory, in particular that of
Hans Magnus Enzensberger, who argues that the media can be used by revolutionary forces to
put power back in the hands of the people.182 Referencing Marshall McLuhan’s thesis that “the
medium is the message,” Baudrillard argues that the form of the media itself prevents
revolutionary use.183 He writes, “beneath the disarray of their routine content, they preserved
their form; and this form, regardless of the context, is what inexorably connects them with the
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system of power. By broadcasting the events in the abstract universality of public opinion […]
they deprived the original movement of its own rhythm and of its meaning. In a word: they shortcircuited it.”184 Urban space, however, also takes a form that is tied to just such a system of
power, with its own embedded coding. If, as Baudrillard asserts, graffiti does not “oppose one
code to another” but rather “smashes the code,” so too can pirate and transgressive media.185 By
following the lead of squatting and graffiti, interventions into mass media avoid the trap of
merely replacing one form of content with another, leaving the medium unscathed.186 Rather, by
cracking in and carving out a space, the medium itself—like the city space—is fundamentally
altered.

The Squatter Symbol
Gypsies rightly contend that one is never obliged to speak the truth except in
one’s own language; in the enemy’s language the lie must reign.187
– Guy Debord, Panegyric 1

The symbol that is now used internationally to represent squatting was developed in
Amsterdam in late 1979 and 1980 for the campaign against the eviction of the Groote Keijser.
This symbol, a circle with a lightning-bolt-shaped arrow running through it on a diagonal
[Fig.22], originated on a poster from 1979 as a circle with a straight arrow through the center
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[Fig.23]. Eric Duivenvoorden writes that the original, simpler symbol is part of the “Hobo
language,” a system of markings that were used among transient people and runaways during the
time of slavery in the United States (and after). These marks were developed in order to
communicate whether the area or the shelter in question was safe and to specify what potential
hazards might be there.188 The American hobo symbol that matches the simplified squatter
symbol first used by the activists at the Groote Keijser is said to mean “keep going” or
“continue,” which is consistent with the text on the poster from the Groote Keijser. Other
sources, however, report variations on this (or even contradictory meanings) for the same or
similar symbols, such as, simply, “go” or “don’t go this way.”189 The argument that the squatter
symbol has roots in the American hobo language is compelling—one could well imagine a
scenario where the poster designers happened upon a book of these symbols or heard about them
from one of the many Americans passing through the city. It is also possible, however, that the
symbol had a connection to European traveling people.
There is a long history of travelers, nomads, and outsiders using symbols to communicate
to each other along the road. It is not surprising that urban nomads (i.e., squatters) would adopt
or encounter these symbols as well. In Europe, the marks of travelling people are often called
gypsy symbols or rogue signs (or, in German studies of them, Gaunerzeichen or Gaunerzinken).
They evolved like rudimentary hieroglyphs and passed through underground channels around
Europe, dating from at least the Middle Ages if not before. In the late nineteenth century,
German scholars Heinrich von Wlislocki and Hans Groß both studied these symbols in
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somewhat different contexts: for the latter, an anthropological study of travelling people and
their culture, and, for the former, a study in criminology.190 Groß was widely recognized for his
comprehensive assessment of “criminal” practices, and his work was translated into other
languages, including English. He speculates that these secret communication symbols date back
to the middle ages and could just as regularly be a pile of stones as an abstract symbol
[Fig.24].191 As Groß was studying these symbols, they were thought to be dying out from
Europe, but, as a Hubert Streicher argued in the 1920s, they were once again resurgent in Austria
and Germany as war had created “a large unemployed and vagrant class.”192 Streicher completed
a much more comprehensive study of the symbols employed by wanderers in Europe.193 It seems
that times of economic hardship not only give rise to squatting but also a language of symbols to
mark the territory.
As noted, in the early version of the squatter symbol that appears on the 1979 poster and
other flyers and publicity materials from December 1979 [Fig.25], the symbol is merely a circle
with a straight line and arrow through it, but by May 1980, the line through the circle had
evolved into a lightning-bolt-like zig-zag arrow [Fig.26]. The evolution of the symbol happened
quickly within the poster work for the Grote Keijser. Although it is unclear exactly when the
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transition happened or for what reason, the original symbol can still be found on archival
materials from January 16, 1980.194 Another poster from December 1979 [Fig.27] shows the
same original squatter symbol along with another symbol consisting of two parallel lines with a
single line through them, which might be another hobo symbol but one that is not readily
identifiable from the literature. In hobo signs, vertical parallel lines with another line through
them mean a police officer lives at the location, so it is therefore not a safe place to sleep. The
parallel lines without the slash signified a safe place to sleep. Also appearing on the poster are
two lightning bolts along the sides that resemble the lightning bolts of the Nazi SS logo. This
does not seem to be an accidental resemblance: it seems that the squatter symbol can, in fact, be
connected to both fascist and anti-fascist symbols.
The squatters based in the Staatsliedenbuurt in the west of Amsterdam, who favored more
violent defensive tactics against eviction, were the group who took the lead in fortifying the
Groote Keijser in 1979. This led the mayor of Amsterdam at the time, Wim Polak, to compare
them to the Nazi Brownshirts [Sturmabteilung], the paramilitary group that helped aid the rise of
fascism and Nazi power in Germany in the 1930s.195 Indeed, the Brownshirts’ logo bears a
striking resemblance to the squatter symbol, combining a lightning bolt and an Anarchy-like A in
a circle [Fig.28]. It is not hard to imagine that squatters would borrow Nazi or fascist imagery, as
the unproblematized appropriation of the swastika and other Nazi symbols was a popular pastime
in the punk scene. The Sex Pistol’s Sid Vicious, for example, was often seen wearing a swastika
t-shirt. In 1979, rock critic Lester Bangs wrote, “Any time you conclude that life stinks and the
human race mostly amounts to a pile of shit, you’ve got the perfect breeding ground for
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fascism.”196 The flirtation with Nazi and fascist imagery was both ironic and genuine and
represented a form of extreme provocation for punks.
The line between fascism and anti-fascism was, therefore, tenuous in the realm of
appropriated symbols. The squatter logo also bears some resemblance to the logo for the Iron
Front, a resistance organization in 1930s Germany that opposed Nazis, monarchism, and
Communism alike. Their logo, three parallel arrows pointing downwards in a southwestern
direction, symbolized those three enemies and has subsequently been taken up as a symbol for
contemporary anti-fascists [Fig.29]. Additionally, the May 1980 Groote Keijser poster uses the
same form of the SS lightning bolt but orients it upward toward the northeast in the opposite
direction of the Antifa circle. Over time, the lightning bolt of the squatter logo has become more
pronounced, like the letter N, and is typically depicted now as a mirror-image inversion of the SS
lightning bolt. A poster from September 1980 for the Grote Keijser shows the contemporary
inversion of the lightning bolt, as it has remained up to today [Fig.30].
A third and less likely scenario for the evolution of the lightning bolt element of the
symbol is suggested by the ubiquity of the logo for GEB (Gemeente-Energiebedrijf), the former
municipal electricity company of Amsterdam [Fig.31], on buildings and structures around the
city. If squatters were inspired by this logo, the lightning bolt becomes an electrical lightning
bolt, a symbol of danger that says, “do not enter” to those who might trespass. Contemporary
electrical warning signs are often depicted with an arrow at the end of the lightning bolt, not
unlike the squatter symbol’s arrow. Although this scenario is unlikely, as there is little to support
it apart from the iconographic similarity between the two types of symbols, an Amsterdam squat
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did take up the GEB logo as their own in 2007. ADM, which was first squatted in the mid-1990s,
adopted their logo [Fig.32] after organizing a party to raise funds to purchase a generator for
their building after their electricity was cut off.197 It seems fairly clear, however, that this was a
later development.
For the squatters, the origins of the symbol or its deeper meaning were evidently not all
that important. BILWET writes, “The style lacked any definite lines, had surpassed the boundary
inside which things could be found pretty or ugly. The squatters’ symbol, a circle with a broken
arrow slanting upwards, possessed that sloppy meaninglessness too. It lacked the transparency of
a pictogram language, and from this derived its mystery.”198 From whatever murky origins the
squatter symbol came, it quickly spread throughout the movement and into Germany and beyond
in the 1980s. It continues to be used today around the world.

Graffiti
Led by the subway train writers of New York, graffiti or “street art” exploded in the
1970s in major western urban centers. Graffiti became a highly visible way to mark and claim
urban space, and the graffiti created during the period of squatters’ movement in the Netherlands,
from the late ’70s through 1980s, is no exception. According to Dutch graffiti writer CAT22, “In
1979, the book Watching My Name Go By, by Norman Mailer, was published in the Netherlands,
and that was where we saw New York graffiti for the first time. It blew us away!”199 There is a
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large body of literature that addresses the public’s image/perception of graffiti, its legal status,
and its more recent commodification, but suffice it to say that the 1970s saw a marked increase
in the presence and stylistic development of graffiti in cities that lacked the funds (or the will) to
police and remove it.200 It may seem self-evident that the practice of squatting and the
appearance of graffiti go hand in hand, but the relationship between the two has not been well
developed in the literature on either graffiti or squatting. Many of the most recent studies
published on squatting use graffiti slogans and street art to illustrate their texts, but the
relationship between them is rarely commented on.201 Although plenty of street art has no direct
relationship to squatting (i.e., it does not mark squatted spaces even if it represents a kind of
micro-squatting of wall space), there are few instances of movement-oriented squatting since the
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1970s that have not incorporated some form of marking the space with graffiti and/or banners.
While the squatter symbol often appears, like a flag planted in newly discovered territory, on the
wall of a squatted building, personal graffiti styles and tags have also historically flourished in
squatted spaces. Like squatting, graffiti is difficult to separate from its political implications, as
its appearance is almost always associated with criminality or extra-legal circumstances (even if
nowadays traditional graffiti styles are commissioned or otherwise allowed in sanctioned
spaces).
The origins of Dutch graffiti art are usually traced to two major figures, Ivar Vičs (aka
“Dr. Rat”) and Hugo Kaagman (aka “Amarillo” aka “the stencil king”). Both Vičs and Kaagman
were part of the punk wing of the squatters’ movement that was focused on street art, poetry,
music, and partying. They were based in a squat at Sarphatistraat 63–64, which was, after 1981,
known as the Zebrapand, due to the black and white zebra stripes that Kaagman had stenciled all
over the façade of the structure [Fig.33, Fig.34]. Starting in 1977, the squat housed a number of
functions including a club, a gallery, and the base of operations for the punk fanzine created by
Kaagman and poet Diana Ozon (aka Gretchen Gestapo) called the Koekrant (1977–1984).202 The
club, named DDT 666 (for Dirty Dutch Trix 666), was named by Vičs and inspired by the punk
clubs of London. Punk had reached the Netherlands in 1977 via English punk and the Sex Pistols
in particular, who played a gig at Paradiso in that year. Kaagman, Ozon, and Vičs led the charge
in promoting the punk aesthetic in Amsterdam thereafter. In addition to the club, there were
several galleries in the squat as well, going under the names Galerie Anus, Galerie Ozon, Galerie
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Zebra, and other variations.203 The galleries served the purpose of distributing the outpouring of
DIY photocopied poetry and art that the residents of the squats were producing at the time.
The Koekrant [Fig.35], which was inspired by the cut-and-paste aesthetic of Sniffin’
Glue, a fanzine that was popular in the punk scene of London, was instrumental in popularizing
the punk/DIY aesthetic in the Netherlands.204 Although the punks of the Zebrapand lived in and
operated out of squats and were, therefore, involved in many of the protests staged by squatters
in the late ’70s and early ’80s, they were somewhat separate from the heavy political
organization around squatting that was happening in the Jordaan or the Staatsliedenbuurt. Their
focus, in the punk spirit, was on having fun and making art and music. For Vičs and many others
in the scene, drugs—particularly heroin—were part of the fun. In 1981, after several years of
heavy use, Vičs died from an overdose at the age of 21.205 According to a friend and collaborator
of Vičs, the artist Erik Hobijn, “Ivar had, above all, a gift for manipulating people. He used his
dope as a knife to put to everyone’s throat. For me, that was life art.”206 Until his overdose, he
was a prolific graffiti artist whose characteristic gothic lettering and rat drawing could be seen all
over town [Fig.36]. Living in the Handelsblad squat and attending the events and clubs in the
building, Vičs was an active part of both the art scene at the Zebrapand and at the Handelsblad.
In 1977, inspired by Provo, Kaagman and Ozon (along with their collaborators) created
the Art-O-Mat, which they installed at the Spui in honor of Provo. The idea of the Art-O-Mat
was simply a repurposed cigarette machine that sold small photocopied books and drawings in
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cigarette boxes.207 The project was such a success that it was moved to the Stedelijk Museum in
February 1978 and two new machines were installed at the bars De Brakke Grond and Café
Scheltema. The Art-O-Mat was not the only project that tipped its hat to Provo’s legacy, much of
Kaagman’s graffiti explicitly referenced Amsterdam and Provo’s declaration of the city as the
magic center. Grootveld, as described in the Prologue, started out as a graffitist, going around the
city marking cigarette advertising with a K for kanker (cancer) and later scrawling the enigmatic
message “Klaas komt” (Klaas is coming) on the walls. This was Grootveld’s way of reclaiming
urban space from the advertisers who had taken over the city in the post-war years.
Shortly after Grootveld began his one-man mission to deface the advertising of the city,
the Provo apple began to spread over the walls of Amsterdam, marking the territory of the
emerging youth culture. At its most basic, graffiti or “tagging” expresses a total disregard for the
established order and private property rights. Within the squatter and punk scenes, it was an
essential gesture: it drew the circle around their domain, marking the boundaries of the
toverkring, the chalk circle. It announced that, inside this ring of graffitied walls, different rules
applied. The temporary urban platforms created by squatters were made visual through the
activities of graffiti artists. The markings on the walls announced the spaces of the city that were
“cracked.” As noted, as of the 1970s, squatting was no longer primarily a clandestine activity in
the Netherlands and the presence of graffiti announced, loudly and clearly, that the city space
had been claimed. Much like squatting itself, graffiti is an act of righteous deviance. Squatters
occupy buildings that they do not own, while graffiti artists draw on walls that they have no
permission to mark. Both activities not only seize space for themselves but also boldly declare
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that the squatter or graffitist has every right to occupy that space. When combined with
squatting, graffiti serves as the threshold of the city within in a city. Like the moat or city wall,
graffiti serves as a sign to those who would cross the boundary it marks that they are entering an
area with a different set of rules, a different jurisdiction.
In addition to its relationship to squatting urban space, the tactical use of graffiti aligns
with the use of guerrilla media in general—the pirate radio, television, and zine production of the
era, which is discussed in more detail in chapter 3. It does so not only by seizing space but also
by amplifying alternative perspectives and cutting into the smooth surface of a city’s strategic
order. This status quo, which is imposed by those who hold power over the legal definitions and
mandates of public and private space, is fundamentally disrupted by graffiti. Like pirate radio
and television, it finds the cracks—the weaknesses—of this strategic order and exploits them.
The limited timeframe in which a piece of graffiti can be executed feeds its anarchic visual
presentation—dripping paint, hastily scrawled lettering, half-finished designs, overlapping layers
of imagery, etc. Likewise, pirate media in Amsterdam was created with whatever equipment was
on hand, in a quick, direct, and anarchic style. Street art is not only rogue decoration but also a
form of communication, a kind of guerrilla billboard. It is a practice of urban collage, using a
technique of dissection and insertion not unlike the cut-and-paste aesthetic of zines. While zines
cut into existing media and reconfigure it, graffiti reconfigures the readability of surfaces in the
city, inserting new layers of meaning onto the structures it occupies.
Although today Hugo Kaagman has become a highly commercial artist, he spent his punk
days working with stencils, painting on the walls of the squat and the fences around local
construction sites. He is still perhaps best known for the black and white Zebra stripes of the
Zebrapand. By coating the architecture in this unusual pattern, which clearly deviated from the
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unwritten rules of acceptable housing decoration, squatting had fully come out of the shadows
and was presented as, not just a re-claimed living space, but a work of art in itself, made in a way
that suited the desires and needs of its occupants. There was no longer a pretense that the squat
would be converted into nice, normal government housing; it was now a fully autonomous space.
The decoration of the Zebrapand was also important in that it was a cohesive motif that united
the structure. Graffiti could no longer be seen as pure destruction or vandalism, it was providing
a means by which an alternative vision of “acceptable” urban decoration could be defined. This
phenomenon can be seen, in particular, in the ways in which cities such as Berlin have
subsequently marketed their graffiti as an urban attraction.208 Kaagman, in particular, was very
successful at creating and exploiting this transition, as his appropriation of the Delft blue
pattern—a traditional seventeenth-century style of ceramics—has appeared everywhere from
British Airways planes to clothing to subway stations.

Stads Kunst Guerrilla
Another artistic project that utilized graffiti, together with performance and installation,
to delimit the boundaries of the cracked territory was Stads Kunst Guerrilla (SKG) [urban art
guerrilla]. Active between roughly 1979 and 1981, SKG was primarily the brainchild of Erik
Hobijn, who worked with a rotating cast of collaborators, mostly those who were part of the
Handelsblad squat and the punk scene. Using the city as a platform, the group simultaneously
embodied Constant’s vision of a ludic New Babylon within the squatters’ movement as well as
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the game of war and strategy, echoing Debord’s fascinations. The idea was to create a parody of
and a celebration of the aesthetics of leftwing terror organizations from the 1970s and Hobijn
often labelled the activities of the group “artistic terror.” Their mission was simple: they would
try to bring art back to the streets in defiance of the elitism of the art world.209 They
accomplished this through a variety of provocative performances and the use of graffiti.
According to Hobijn, “…it was not important what you did, but the story, the myth [was
important]. You didn’t do documentation, that was very much rejected. Galleries or exhibitions
were all totally uninteresting. It played out on the street and the trick was to get the story to go
around.”210 This preference for the “subjectivity” of stories, as opposed to the “objectivity” of
concrete documentation, is a key facet in Michel de Certeau’s theory of spatial practice. It is
also, in a broader sense, a constituent element of postmodern theory in that it seeks to move
away from Enlightenment models of knowledge acquisition. De Certeau sees stories as “tactics”
of resistance, hallmarks of the “everyday” that counter the totalizing or geometricizing of space
perpetrated by centralized systems of power (notably those modes of power initiated by the
Enlightenment). He writes, “…the story privileges a ‘logic of ambiguity’ through its accounts of
interaction. It ‘turns’ the frontier into a crossing, and the river into a bridge. It recounts
inversions and displacements […] it allows or causes the re-emergence beyond the frontiers of
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the alien element that was controlled in the interior, […] to the alterity which was hidden inside
the limits.”211
De Certeau illustrates his point by outlining two models of space: “tours” and “maps.”
Tours are stories told through time, whereas maps present a static geometry, a marking of a place
that bears no relation to time. He uses the example of medieval maps, saying:
In particular, if one takes the “map” in its current geographical form, we can see that in
the course of the period marked by the birth of modern scientific discourse (i.e., from the
fifteenth to the seventeenth century) the map has slowly disengaged itself from the
itineraries that were the condition of its possibility. The first medieval maps included
only the rectilinear marking out of itineraries (performative indications chiefly
concerning pilgrimages), along with the stops one was to make (cities which one was to
pass through, spend the night in, pray at, etc.) and distances calculated in hours or in
days, that is, in terms of the time it would take to cover them on foot.212
In this way, de Certeau privileges the actions that bodies make through space—most notably,
through walking—and the way that these actions form stories or narratives that create resistance
to the strictures laid down from the established order or dominant systems.
Hobijn’s performances and installations, since the late ’70s, have often revolved around
testing the limits of the body, particularly through the use of hazardous materials such as
fire/pyrotechnics. The culmination of his experiments with fire and body-based performance can
be seen in his work Delusions of Self Immolation (1993), in which a machine lights a participant,
sheathed in fire resistant gel, on fire before extinguishing them. In the early to mid-’90s, Hobijn,
like many of his former-squatter peers in the Netherlands, also tried his hand at creating internet
art. The roots of both the danger and provocation of the fire machines and his experiments with
internet art are rooted in the work he did with SKG in the late ’70s and early ’80s.
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In addition to sporadic and often semi-spontaneous performances and installation, SKG
were known for enigmatic white graffiti silhouettes that were prolifically painted around the city.
Sometimes these silhouettes looked like the chalk lines of a crime scene [Fig.37], a lone cowboy
[Fig.38] or, as conflicts with the ME heated up in 1980, rows of cartoonish riot police [Fig.39].
According to Hobijn, “A silhouette means that the police have been here and that a casualty has
occurred.”213 All of the figures were accompanied by the letters SKG and sometimes also a star
[Fig.40], mimicking the star logos of terrorist groups like the Red Army Faction (RAF) of
Germany and the Red Brigades of Italy. For young people in Europe during the late ’70s, as
punk and anarchist subcultures were blossoming, these terrorist groups were tremendously
attractive and many young people, at last superficially, sympathized with them.214 According to
Martijn Haas, students would often decorate their backpacks with pro-RAF doodles during those
years, so it was not surprising that artists, too, were interested in using the aesthetic devices of
those groups.215
In 1976, Hobijn and artist William Maghelhaes, reflecting on the popularity of the
terrorist organizations of the day, came up with the idea to parody the RAF logo as a way to
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“terrorize the tactics of the terrorists.”216 Dressed in combat clothing, they made the SKG star
logo a kind of brand, painting it quickly in white paint on the walls all over the city. Maghelhaes
soon abandoned the project, but Hobijn continued on with the sporadic help of artists Peter
Giele, Marijke ter Rele, and David Veldhoen, all based in the squatted Handelsblad complex.217
The first major act of “artistic terror” that the group staged took place in September 1979.
In August of that year, Tijmen Grootheest, the director of the Fodor Museum, a small museum
affiliated with the Stedelijk Museum that was located in a seventeenth-century canal house on
the Keizersgracht, was planning an exhibition of “young artistic talent” in Amsterdam to take
place in September and October of that year. He received a request from a group calling
themselves Stads Kunst Guerrilla with a proposal to participate in the show.218 The text read,
“We are from the Stads Kunst Guerrilla and we want to barricade Fodor as a military fort, in
order to portray the city at war.”219 The group proposed that they would blockade the museum
with sandbags and barbed-wire fences, broadcasting fragments from Radio-Oranje—the World
War II radio broadcasts of the Dutch government in exile in the UK. Meanwhile, artists dressed
as soldiers would march back and forth. Grootheest and his colleagues ultimately rejected the
SKG plan but did, however, showcase the work of many of their friends and associates,
including Giele. The Fodor show also featured the work of neo-expressionist painters like Peter
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Klashorst and Maarten Ploeg and invited the pair to play a gig at the opening with their band
Interior.
After hearing of their rejection from the event, SKG discussed ways they could disrupt
the exhibition anyway. From a commune called the Leefwerk Kommune Keizersgracht, which
happened to be adjacent to the Fodor museum and which was where Giele was living at the time,
SKG planned their action. Giele’s official project for the show was, incidentally, an installation
of a Plexiglas window between Fodor and the commune, giving visitors a direct view into their
way of life.220 This official recognition and support from the organizers did not, however, stop
Giele from helping plan the SKG intervention on the day of the opening.
While SKG were busy preparing their action, the opening began to fill up with a mix of
visitors, including everyone from elderly, middle-class art lovers to teenage punks in leather
jackets. Dr. Rat had already infiltrated the opening to staple some sheets of his own work,
without permission from the organizers, onto an empty wall in the exhibition space.221 Finally, as
part of SKG’s planned intervention, Hobijn and Veldhoen showed up to the opening, shuffling
into the space, naked and wrapped in cellophane, with a plaster sculpture of a torso. The pair
remained for a short period, attracting a bemused crowd of onlookers, before shuffling out again,
leaving the torso behind. As soon as they were out of the building, a collaborator stepped
forward to light a fuse on a firework positioned in the statue, which quickly filled the gallery
space with clouds of smoke. Chaos ensued, as the police and fire department were called. Some
of the visitors even tore through Giele’s Plexiglas wall to escape the smoke. In the subsequent
panic, an older woman fell down the stairs and had to be helped out of the building. She died a
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few days later.222 Given that they now bore responsibility for someone’s death (although they
exculpated themselves by speculating that she was already ill), the SKG’s “terrorist” antics had
seemingly crossed the line from parody to reality.
Finding life in the commune difficult, Giele and Ter Rele began investigating carving out
a piece of the Handelsblad building and making it livable in the summer of 1979.223 This megasquat was a collection of structures bordered by Paleisstraat on the north side, Spuistraat to the
west, Keizerrijk alley to the south, and Nieuwezijds Voorburgwal. The centerpiece of the
complex was the former offices of the Algemeen Handelsblad newspaper, which, shortly after
merging with the NRC-Handelsblad, had moved out of the premises in 1977. Due to its
association, in its last days, with the merger, many of the residents referred to the squat as simply
the NRC.224 The Handelsblad was originally squatted by a group of lolkrakers (squatters who did
it for fun [lol]) named Oscar, Beer, Wouter, and Piet, who, while investigating an adjacent empty
property, entered the labyrinthine space and discovered the insides of the complex were
empty.225 They told a bunch of friends about their find and, within a few days, it was filled.226
Expressing the ethos of the lolkrakers, one of the original squatters stated, “…we thought
housing was something subordinate; having fun is much more important.”227 The maze of
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spaces, some still filled with printing machines and puddles of printers’ ink on the floor, was
christened “speelplaats Keizerrijk,” the Keizerrijk Playground.228
Giele and Ter Rele were some of the original explorers to stake out space in the complex,
following in the lolkrakers’ wake. Over the years, Giele’s attitude seemed to straddle the line
between play and politics: he approached the task of building up and maintaining the space in a
fun and playful way but was never attracted to the levels of all-out destruction that Hobijn and
some of his collaborators executed in their work with SKG. Once a suitable spot in the complex
had been found, Giele quickly pulled out a can of paint and scrawled a bed, a table, and a chair
on the wall. In the re-telling of this origin story, Martijn Haas writes that, when a police officer
arrived on the scene shortly after Giele had painted his symbols of a squatted space, Giele
pointed the officer toward the drawing on the wall, declaring that he had legally squatted the
premises.229 This gesture, where the drawing becomes a viable stand-in for the three magical
pieces of furniture that allow safe harbor within a squatted building, creates a poetic convergence
of the game of squatting and the conceits of conceptual art. Squatting had become a fully ludic
activity, and the symbolic significance of the table, chair, and bed was, effectively, enough to
enter into the game. Recalling Joseph Kosuth’s semiotic puzzle in One and Three Chairs (1965),
the act of painting the furniture on the wall signaled that it no longer mattered whether the entry
token was a representation of these objects or the objects themselves. The game or the frame was
literally marked by drawings on the wall. In any case, the police officer, for whatever reason,
decided that this was an acceptable enough proof of residency and left Giele and Ter Rele to
their work.
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After moving into the squat, Giele and Ter Rele busied themselves with constructing their
own DIY spaces in the squat, starting with a gallery/studio space Amok, discussed in chapter 2.
Veldhoen also busied himself with other artistic projects. Although Hobijn remained close
friends with Giele, Ter Rele, and Veldhoen after they had moved into the Handelsblad, the three
did not remain SKG collaborators very long. According to Haas, “From their perspective, they
interpreted the idea of a fictional artistic terrorist organization creating a unique public gallery
space for themselves as, actually, wrong.”230 In a later interview, Hobijn clarified that, despite
the collective name, SKG was mostly a solo work. “It was actually not a group,” he says, “For
years I was alone. […] I found that loneliness important because it was the era of the
individual.”231 Even so, he still found many supporters and collaborators in and around the
squatter and punk scene during the upheaval of 1980. Hobijn was an active part of the
Handelsblad squat. As early as 1978, Hobijn was using the building to build sculptures and stage
happenings, using DIY machines and fire as materials.232 Like many of the punk-affiliated young
people there, however, Hobijn was not involved in the day-to-day politics of the space. He could,
thus, be described as one of the lolkrakers. Hobijn says, “The squatters’ movement was a big
playground for us. The meetings were a blissful thing to hang around in, but you only did it two
or three times because then it became boring.”233
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“Het idee dat je met een fictieve kunstzinnige terreurorganisatie een unieke openbare
galerieruimte voor jezelf creëert, interpreteren zij in zijn ogen eigenlijk verkeerd.” Haas, 52.
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Lovink, Interview met Erik Hobijn.
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Although SKG was very much Hobijn’s project, he was able to harness a rotating cast of
collaborators, particularly during the squatter riots of 1980. During the days of the Vondelstraat
riot, Hobijn began painting little figures of ME agents around the city. The drawings were taken
up by other sympathizers (not always known to Hobijn) and began to spread around the city,
often with anarchy symbols or slogans such as “Housing is a right” (“Wonen is een recht”).234 By
the summer of 1980, Hobijn was joined by Ivar Vičs, and Jos Alderse Baas, a frequent
contributor to Handelsblad activities and the founder of the NAP235 zine based in the building, for
SKG projects.236 Like the event at the Fodor, the activities of SKG often took the form of a game
of war, as groups of young men gathered to formulate militaristic plans.
One such dramatic plan was devised, and—of course—never executed, on the night
before the coronation riots in 1980. Hobijn, together with Alderse Baas, organized a meeting at
the Handelsblad on Queen’s Night, which turned out to be a happening-cum-militia strategy
session. They discussed plans to stage a coup and take Queen Juliana, the soon-to-be-crowned
Queen Beatrix, and the prime minister, Dries van Agt, hostage.237 Their hopes of attracting a
large crowd for their wargames on that night, however, were thwarted by the lockdown of the
building that the police had created in the lead-up to the coronation, which would take place just
across the street at the Royal Palace at Dam Square.
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Worried about the Handelsblad becoming a base for rioters, the police came into the
building ahead of the coronation, registered the people living there, gave them ID cards, and
blocked off the surrounding areas. The residents noted, with disdain, that this was reminiscent of
the Ausweis-passen from World War II given to the Dutch by the German occupiers. The idea
was that, on Queen’s Night and the following day, officers would be able to check ID cards on
who they would allow to pass into the area. In response to this move, SKG began to graffiti the
war-era slogan “Ausweis bitte” (“ID please”) around town.238 Thus, due to the building being
blocked off by police, only about ten people showed up to “play commando” at the SKG’s
“terror training” on Queen’s Night. Haas describes the happening as “a sort of collective gestalt
therapy, a manifestation of the subconscious dormant emotions through a pointed demonstration
of the most intense feelings.”239 Despite the bluster of the SKG, there turned out to be a quite a
gulf between these artists playacting militia activities and the reality of the riots the following
day.
In preparation for the protest, the political wing of the squatters’ movement had taken up
residence in the attic of the Handelsblad to set up their radio broadcaster to communicate with
those staging their protests around the city.240 According to Haas, “The upper world and the
underworld of the squatters’ movement—the “real” squatters and the artistic squatters—lived,
relatively speaking, side by side in the hours that followed.”241 On April 30, most of the
participants in the happening the night before were off roaming the streets of Amsterdam.
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Hobijn, for his part, stayed in the area of the Handelsblad and the Royal Palace, staging a
performance with fireworks that attracted a crowd of children.242 Ironically, the would-be
guerrillas, including Hobijn, were not actually present for the battle that took place around the
corner from the Handelsblad on the Spui but, rather, arrived on the scene in time to observe the
bloody aftermath.243 They were more interested in harnessing the aesthetics of violence and
destruction rather than actually participating in it.
Hobijn and his SKG collaborators regularly staged performance evenings in 1980, which
they called Saturday Night Fevers. These semi-spontaneous events often incorporated costumes,
elaborate constructions, and, in Hobijn’s case, fire or fireworks. Hobijn regularly constructed
large wooden towers, somewhat like rudimentary military watchtowers, covered in chicken wire.
One such project, an installation he called the Luxawam, was meant as a comment on the housing
crisis in Amsterdam and the luxury developments created by property speculators. This pyramid
wooden living space was erected in the middle of the Handelsblad and, parodying corporate
language, called The Tower Company.244 The NAP zine, in a write up on the project at the time
of its construction, described the project to its readership:
this libertine pyramid housing must be left undisturbed. The chain Cheops-JerichoBabylon-Parthenon-Colosseum-Notre Dame-Eiffel Tower-Pyramido must not be
interrupted. This with a view to the housing needs of humanity. We are finally in an era
that we, like gods on Earth, by in large, can enjoy the sun in pointed glass spaces high
above the Amsterdam water level […] The futuristic building has the footprint of a
triangle, although there may be extensions at the base. On the outside, the lower part will
be marked by many windows set into wooden walls. The first floor will have relatively
few windows and be concealed from the eye with textiles. The second floor, where it is
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narrow but high, and the wind rages, will, for the most part, be glass. A stove will stand
in the middle of the triangle that will economically heat up the whole.245
In 1980, Hobijn abandoned the project and never came back to it.
Another tower, however, would arise in December of that year, in Paradiso, a music
venue established by the counterculture in the 1960s, whose staff had taken an interest in Hobijn
and SKG. For the Paradiso performance event/party on December 20, 1980, Hobijn finally got to
realize the pseudo-militaristic installation that he had proposed to Fodor the year before.
Described as a “terroristencongres” (“terrorist convention”), a “terroristennacht” (“terrorist
night”) or a party in a strafkamp (“work camp”)/concentratiekamp (“concentration camp”),
Hobijn envisioned an event where there would be a jungle of tower constructions, piles of waste
and rubbish, sandbag barricades, barbed wire, chicken wire, and loud noises echoing through the
hall.246 According to Hobijn, “The starting point would be a paradoxical thought: partying in a
concentration camp, partying and dancing on a trash heap in an atmosphere of decay and
destruction.”247 For the final event, Hobijn and his collaborators were able to acquire piles of
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“moet deze libertijnse piramidewoning ongemoeid worden gelaten. De keten Cheops-JerichoBabylon-Parthenon-Colosseum-Notre Dame-Eifeltoren-Pyramido mag niet onderbroken worden.
Dit met het oog op het uitzicht en de huisvesting van de menheid. Eindelijk zijn we in een
tijdperk geraakt dat we als goden op aarde in grote puntige glazen ruimten hoog boven het
Amsterdam peil van de zon kunnen genieten […] Het futuristische gebouw heeft het
grondpatroon van een driehoek, hoewel er aan de basis uitbouwsels kunnen komen. Aan de
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animal manure from Artis, Amsterdam’s zoo, and several cars from a local junk yard. They had
plans to let live chickens loose around the venue, which were thwarted by animal rights activists,
and to construct one of Hobijn large fire displays, which was quickly nixed by the venue, but, as
it stood, there were certainly enough elements of chaos and destruction on hand for the night.
Instead of live chickens, the organizers came up with the idea of handing out eggs—without any
real thought as to how those eggs would likely be used.
The program of the event consisted of performances by poets, punk/post-punk bands,
and, even, a group of classical musicians, but it descended, predictably, into chaos in short-order.
The young punks in attendance quickly got the idea to start throwing animal manure and eggs at
each other and the performers, flipping over the junked cars and playing in the assembled
rubbish. The bands performing in a cage-like construction Hobijn had created within the tower
were soon faced with a bombardment of eggs from below and a shower of grain powder from
above them in the tower, as Giele and Alderse Baas dropped sack-loads of it.248 According to
Haas,
For some young punks who were thirteen, fourteen, fifteen years old, this was Valhalla: a
playground where you played little war games, with punk jackets as uniforms, shit as
ammunition. They, of course, are already familiar with this. This is known territory.
Vondelstraat was such an event. As was Queen’s Day if you hung around the right
places, like the Waterlooplein. There were already days like this in 1980, where they
went out in the morning and, later in the day, encountered a destroyed world.249
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“Voor sommige punkjongetjes, van dertien, veertien, vijftien jaar is dit het walhalla: een
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In the end, the event at Paradiso was something of a finale for both SKG and the upheaval of
squatters’ riots in 1980, a full expression of the evolution of the movement into a fetishization of
paramilitary aesthetics. The earnest assimilation of militaristic aesthetics and war games within
the confines of both performance art and squatting was beginning to put pressure on the
boundaries that had been established, the frames and games that create the magic circle. The
chalk circle, the toverkring/magic circle, where the space of play had been delineated, was,
through the wargames of artists and squatters in 1980, beginning to look more like the chalk
lines of the SKG silhouettes, marking a space of death and stagnation. While militaristic tactics
proved to be a dead-end for the squatters’ movement, there were still spaces of play, other
temporary autonomous zones, on the horizon.

CONCLUSION
In the wake of the precedents set by Constant and Debord, the squatters of Amsterdam in
the late ’70s and early ’80s constructed a virtual New Babylon or a Debordian Game of War that
was both ludic and temporary. While the “no future” era had discarded the hope of permanent
revolution, young artists, squatters, and punks were actively building a temporary autonomous
zone by claiming space in the urban cracks and cracking space within the established order. They
realized, as Constant and his generation had not, that, if it was to be a success, it would not last.
Soon, they would be moving on to and creating other temporary autonomous zone, but the ethos
of squatting and the importance of media networks lived on once the city within a city had
crumbled. The practice of squatting and the visual media that delineated it became a way to
disrupt the established order in urban space. At the same time, painters were developing work
that, like squatting, attempted to crack open and disrupt the established order. Their target was
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not the configuration of urban space or physical infrastructure but, rather, the practice of painting
and established art institutions. Their exploits, which dovetail significantly with the figures
outlined in this chapter, are the subject of the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 2
CRACKING PAINTING
The Netherlands was not ready for it and New York wasn’t actually either. The
new art belief was a belief in non-new-art. We would make art that was not real
art. Fake Art. Society and the authorities did not deserve any respect and neither
did art history. No Future!1
-Peter Klashorst

In 1971, the teenage Peter Klashorst, together with a childhood friend, rode his motorized
bicycle into the center of Amsterdam from nearby Haarlem, where he grew up. Telling his
parents that he would stay with a cousin, Klashorst instead went straight to the Vondelpark, the
central park of Amsterdam that had become a hippie campground in the late ’60s and early ’70s.
The two teens wanted to get a taste of the counterculture life by sleeping out in the park among
the young people who had flocked there from all over the world. Thanks to the Provo movement
of the 1960s, Amsterdam had earned a reputation for liberalism and tolerance, as a center for
youthful playfulness and hedonism.2 The romanticism of the time left its mark on the next
generation; the punk era kept the hedonistic playfulness while discarding much of the idealism of
their predecessors. Klashorst, who dubbed himself a “New Dutch Master”3, would go on to

Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own.
1
“Nederland was hier nog lang niet klaar voor en New York was dat eigenlijk ook niet. Het
nieuwe kunstgeloof was een geloof in Niet-Nieuwe-Kunst. Wij zouden kunst maken die geen
echte kunst was. Nep Art. De samenleving en de autoriteiten verdienden geen respect en de
kunstgeschiedenis al helemaal niet. No Future!” Peter Klashorst, Kunstkannibaal: memoires van
een beruchte kunstenaar (Amsterdam: Prometheus, 2012), 77.
2
Klashorst, 104.
3
Klashorst presented an exhibition of “New Dutch Masters” at Lucky Strike gallery at 16
Stuyvestant St. in New York City. The exhibition included installations and performance,
curated by Christine Zounek and Hans-Peter Scholz and an “art sale by the inch” starting at
midnight. He was mocked by the Dutch press for identifying himself as such. “Lucky Strike Art
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become one of the most infamous celebrity artists of the Netherlands. He was part of the Nieuwe
Wilden painters (“new wild,” after the German Neue Wilden), a short-lived neo-expressionist
movement in the Netherlands from approximately 1980 to 1983. During this time, Klashorst and
his peers were known for their sexually explicit expressive figurative paintings on disposable
material and their provocative punk attitude.
While their rise in the Netherlands was quick, the Nieuwe Wilden did not get the instant
international success that they—particularly Klashorst—craved. Although Klashorst and artist
Gerald van der Kaap briefly exhibited at Daniel Newburg Gallery and International With
Monuments in New York in the early to mid-’80s, their work did not sell well and they did not
enjoy the commercial success of American peers like Jeff Koons, Robert Mapplethorpe, and
Keith Haring.4 Soon, Klashorst and other Nieuwe Wilden painters began to abandon their neoexpressive style for other painting styles. Around 1986, Klashorst helped form a new painting
movement called After Nature, which embodied a romantic retreat into traditional media,
representation, and the constructs of western art history. The statements that Klashorst made
regarding the turn toward naturalism in the After Nature group seem to be half-serious/halfparody. “Until then,” he says, “painters only looked inward, in their own head. But we
discovered that we could also look outward, and we could just paint what we see. Portraits, stilllifes of a table with apples on it, nature.”5 The irony in this statement was reinforced by the

Showcase,” May 23, 1983, Maarten Ploeg Knipselmap 16305, Stedelijk Museum Library; WvS,
“Wilden,” Vinyl 4, no. 7/8 (1984).
4
Robert Vuijsje, King Klashorst (Amsterdam: Vassallucci, 2003), 49; Klashorst,
Kunstkannibaal: memoires van een beruchte kunstenaar, 133; Rutger Pontzen, “De verleden
toekomst van de No Future-generatie,” Vrij Nederland, January 18, 1997, 43.
5
“Tot dan toe hadden schilders alleen maar naar binnen gekeken, in hun eigen hoofd. Maar wij
ontdekten dat we ook naar buiten konden kijken, en gewoon konden gaan schilderen wat we
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publicity stunts/performances the group did to accompany their shows, including an incident in
New York where they painted in the nude, dressed only in traditional Dutch clogs. 6
By the end of the decade and into the ’90s, Klashorst was traveling to and living in nonwestern countries—Tenerife, Senegal, the Gambia, Kenya, Thailand, Cambodia—seduced by a
romanticized notion of the Other. Inspired by Paul Gauguin, he focused on painting the women
of these countries in sexually explicit detail.7 His troubling misogynistic and racist perspectives
on the women he painted over the subsequent years are documented in his autobiography: “Let
me stay in Africa,” Klashorst writes, “Without galleries or museums, away from everything fake.
Life in its brute form. Where people still die of hunger instead of from being overweight […]
Pitch black, tall jungle girls, with hard pointy tits […].”8 Klashorst’s great disappointment with
the world of galleries and museums was perhaps only equaled by his talent for self-promotion
and self-mythologizing. Starting in the early ’80s, he frequently acted as a self-appointed
spokesperson for his generation of artists, making grandiose statements to the press, many of
which contained muddled or contradictory messages.
When viewed as an antecedent to After Nature, the Nieuwe Wilden period seems to mark
the beginning of a wave of reactionary conservativism, a rejection of the critical discourses
around feminism, race, the media, consumer capitalism, and western imperialism that had been
developed in and expressed through the art of the 1970s. Although their work vacuumed up high

zagen. Portretten, stillevens van een tafel met appels erop, de natuur.” Vuijsje, King Klashorst,
77.
6
Vuijsje, 98.
7
Klashorst, Kunstkannibaal: memoires van een beruchte kunstenaar, 305–7.
8
“Laat mij maar in Afrika blijven. Zonder galeries of musea, weg van alle nep. Het leven in zijn
brute vorm. Waar mensen nog gewoon doodgaan van de honger, in plaats van door overgewicht
[…] Pikzwarte, lange junglemeisjes, met harde punttieten […]” Klashorst, 44.
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and low cultural imagery indiscriminately, the only thing that was ostensibly off limits to the
Nieuwe Wilden painters was high-minded declarations of art as idea (i.e., conceptual art).
Likewise, the male-dominated return to painting could be seen an aggressive attempt to reassert
the concept of western, male genius in art. Reflecting on his work from the early ’80s in his
autobiography, Klashorst says, “I was against everything. Against the established order, against
museums, against galleries, but above all against conceptual art.”9 Within the limited scope of
painting, therefore, the work of these artists could be categorized as purely reactionary, informed
by a childish impulse to trash the progressive politics of their predecessors.
Seen a different way, however, the painting practices of the Nieuwe Wilden, which
included the artists Klashorst, Rob Scholte, Maarten Ploeg, Sandra Derks, and Peter Giele, were
but one facet of a complex constellation of media art practices that developed in tandem during
this period. Despite their stance against conceptual art, much of the work they created contained
elements of conceptualism. Moreover, they did not, at least initially, choose painting as their sole
medium nor did they care about its “triumphant return.” Instead, the painters discussed in this
chapter were, in the true sense of the word, media artists, toiling in multiple mediums
simultaneously: painting, television/video10, early computer/digital art, and installation. They did
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“Ik was tegen alles. Tegen de gevestigde orde, tegen musea, tegen de galeries, maar vooral
tegen de conceptuele kunst.” Monica Aerden et al., Stop making sense: Nederlandse
schilderkunst uit de jaren ’80, ed. Emine Kara and Loes Visch (Wezep: Uitgeverij de Kunst,
2013), 95.
10
In 1980, Klashorst and Maarten Ploeg, along with Ploeg’s brother Rogier van der Ploeg, who
studied film, started experimenting with pirate TV broadcasting, initially with equipment
borrowed from the Rietveld Academy and little to no technical knowledge. They initially called
the station Bizar-TV and broadcast irregularly in the empty airspace on the channel Duitsland 3
(Germany 3) after scheduled programming had ended for the night. The broadcast was soon
renamed PKP-TV (for Ploeg-Klashorst-Ploeg or Pop-Kunst-Piraten, “Pop Art Pirates”) [Fig.41]
and aired non-commercial programming every Wednesday evening around midnight. The focus
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not limit themselves to painting, nor even to visual art, as many of them played in punk or postpunk bands alongside their artistic practices. In this chapter, I argue that these artists took a
tactical approach to painting, cracking it open and occupying the spaces in between. If painting
was an “abandoned” medium by the late ’70s, not unlike the empty properties that squatters were
claiming in cities around the Netherlands, then it could similarly be renovated and reconditioned
under altered terms. As outlined in chapter 1, the squatters’ movement militantly “cracked”
(kraakte) vacant property in Amsterdam in order to carve out autonomous platforms in the space
of the city, creating what Hakim Bey has called temporary autonomous zones (TAZs).11 For
artists in the squatters’ movement, this logic of occupation and squatting extended into their
artistic practices. As Marja Bosma writes, “In the shortest time, painting, the bulwark of the
establishment, was conquered, occupied, squatted.”12 The model I propose, therefore, is not
painting as autonomous medium, separate from everyday life, but, instead, a model of painting as
autonomously occupied. Practically speaking, painting could no longer follow recognizable
modernist rules, nor could it completely abandon its historical baggage. The way forward, then,
was through the autonomy of the artists, not the artwork.
By the early ’80s, a variety of image-making tools were easily accessible for artists—
copying equipment, computers, video cameras, etc.—that gave them the ability to cut and

of this chapter is on the painting practices of these artists and the ways in which they created
platforms for alternative art in physical space, while PKP-TV a “virtual”/televisual platform they
created is discussed in further detail in chapter 3.
11
Hakim Bey, TAZ: The Temporary Autonomous Zone, Ontological Anarchy, Poetic Terrorism
(Brooklyn: Autonomedia, 2003).
12
“In de kortste keren is de schilderkunst, bolwerk van het establishment, veroverd, ingenomen,
gekráákt.” Marja Bosma, “WEG met de steriele kultuurkathedralen! WEG met het ambtelijk
kutkunstbeleid! op straat is onze strijd. de ESKAGEE leeft met u mee!,” in Peter L.M. Giele:
verzamelde werken, ed. Harry Heyink and Anna Tilroe (Amsterdam: Aksant, 2003), 147.
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paste/remix imagery copied from the mass media, but these new technologies were not the only
tools artists used to remix images. The low-tech method of applying cheap paint to scraps of
paper and cardboard also functioned as remix. It was an auxiliary way to participate in both the
closed circuit of the media and the often-inaccessible contemporary art world without risking
subservience to either one. In other words, painting could act, temporarily, as an autonomous
zone. Artists took in the vast “image flow” of the mass media and, in turn, output their own flood
of images, just as quickly but, often, with a roughness that stood in stark contrast to their source
material. The autonomous space in which this outpouring of excess imagery was constituted was
also a space where painting was reconstituted as a media art practice.
The media art collectives that formed within art schools around the Netherlands in the
late ’70s gave rise to a variety of media art practices including those of the Nieuwe Wilden
painters. These groups moved quickly to distance themselves from established institutions by
organizing exhibitions and events in alternative, autonomous art spaces around the country in the
early ’80s. Their activities, in turn, were largely supported by a system of state subsidies for
artists and unemployed youth that were deemed untenable by those in positions of political
power by the mid-’80s. The Beeldende Kunstenaars Regeling [BKR, Fine Art Regulation], a
welfare payment developed after World War II that offered support to visual artists in exchange
for artworks, created a situation in which the government found itself responsible for a vast
mountain of artworks piling up in storage facilities. The image flow of the artists discussed in
this chapter, therefore, was paralleled by the literal image accumulation of the government. The
early ’80s were a breaking point for arts funding in the Netherlands, after which funding
structures—and, consequently, the nature of artistic practice—fundamentally changed.
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ART SCHOOL AS LABORATORY
In the late ’70s and early ’80s, art collectives began to form in art schools across the
Netherlands. A collaborative spirit took hold in these institutions and produced groups that
engaged in music performance, publications/zines, painting, object making, and squatting. They
forged their own galleries, bars, clubs, and music venues, and operated with a non-competitive
spirit, which came more from a fatalistic punk attitude rather than an idealistic or unified
political ideology. The Nieuwe Wilden painters studied primarily at the Rietveld Academy in
Amsterdam, a group of multimedia and video artists came from the Jan van Eyck Academy in
Maastricht, the punk art collective Kunstkollektiv Dubio (KK Dubio) came from the Academy of
Fine Art in Rotterdam, and other artist-led initiatives popped up nearby other art schools in the
Netherlands.13 All of these groups, in different ways, were active in multiple mediums, had a
relative disregard for traditional art institutions, and operated organically in collaborative ways.
They all also relied on or took inspiration from the occupation of squatted property and the
creation of alternative media and institutions seen within the squatters’ movement of the time.
They frequently operated as bands as well as art collectives, and music was an essential
part of this collaborative art scene. Between 1978 and 1981, both punk and a Dutch post-punk
music movement known as Ultra (for “ultramodern”) were flourishing.14 The music scene in the
Netherlands at the time was filled with art students from the Rietveldacademie in Amsterdam,
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the Kunstacademie in Den Bosch in the south of Holland, the Academie van Beeldende Kunsten
in Rotterdam, and elsewhere. For example, one of the founders of the V2_ art collective, Joke
Brouwer, was a drummer for the Ultra band Mini(o)on, Klashorst and Ploeg were part of the
band Interior and then Soviet Sex, and Rob Scholte was involved with the bands The Case, The
Young Lions, and Suspect.15

Gerrit Rietveld Academy
Several key figures in the Nieuwe Wilden movement, including Peter Klashorst, Maarten
Ploeg, Rob Scholte, and Sandra Derks, studied at the Rietveld in the late ’70s and early ’80s,
which served as a meeting place and staging ground for these artists to create their own DIY
initiatives outside the institution. According to Klashorst, his time at the Rietveld was marked by
a refusal to submit to a traditional art education. He says:
We started a club, a radio station, a pirate TV broadcast. I had PKP-TV with Maarten van
der Ploeg and his brother Rogier, where we broadcast everything that we found
interesting. […] We were eighteen-year old boys with a TV broadcaster, it was crazy.
[…] We were actually the forerunners of MTV, which didn’t exist yet. […] We organized
our own exhibitions in squats. […] We didn’t hold ourselves to the general rules of
aesthetics. At the Rietveld total anarchy ruled. I had commandeered the gymnasium,
which I used as a studio.16
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waren jongetjes van achttien jaar met een eigen tv-zender, het was krankzinnig. […] Eigenlijk
waren wij de voorlopers van MTV, dat was er toen nog niet. […] We organiseerden onze eigen
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atelier.” Vuijsje, King Klashorst, 42.
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As Klashort’s description indicates, Rietveld students were eager to collaborate on projects
across many different fields, with little care as to whether those activities fit neatly into the
confines of traditional artistic practice. The work of Klashorst and Ploeg is a typical example of
this collaborative spirit, as they, like many of their colleagues at the Rietveld, cooperated across
media, both during their time at the Rietveld and shortly after they graduated. They were, at least
initially, unconcerned with individual authorship and worked together to produce expressionist
paintings that were exhibited, alongside their other media work, without individual attribution.17
The atmosphere of “total anarchy” at the Rietveld, as Klashorst describes it, had less to
do with anarchist politics than with a general dissatisfaction with the status quo of the art world
and a spirit of rebellion against it. This feeling was, in no small way, a reflection of the fact that,
at the time, prospects for emerging artists in the small and quite traditional Dutch commercial art
market were unfavorable, and youth unemployment was high. For the Nieuwe Wilden, therefore,
the conceptual art of the previous decade came to symbolize everything that was wrong with
contemporary art: buttoned-up, over-intellectual, elitist, and constrained. Asked about the
relationship between Nieuwe Wilden painting and anarchy, Sandra Derks says, “It was a
completely natural state of affairs. So, it had nothing to do with anarchy. You just did what you
did. […] It was in that sense a sort of change in mentality that we had at the academy then. We
were still in the academy, reckoning with conceptual art. [The stance against conceptual art]
came out of that anarchy. So, it was not so much societal anarchy.”18 The reckoning with
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These paintings were exhibited at Galerie Jurka while Klashorst and Ploeg were still students
at the Rietveld. Not long after, they developed their own individual practices.
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“Dat was een volkomen natuurlijke aangelegenheid. Dus dat had niks te maken met anarchie.
Je deed gewoon wat je deed. […] Het was in die zin misschien een soort verandering van een
soort mentaliteit dat we ons wel op die academie toen, we zaten nog op de academie, wel
afrekenden met conceptuele kunst. Daar moest wel, dat was wel vanuit die anarchie […] dus het
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conceptual art that Derks describes was, therefore, manifest in the rejection of its perceived
“neatness” or mathematical regularity. In the Dutch context, “conceptual art” is typically defined
(as it is elsewhere) as the pared-down, language and photography-based work of artists in the
1960s and ’70s. This includes Jan Dibbets’s photo montages, arranged around mathematical
geometries, Hanne Darboven’s installations of handwritten letters, numbers, and charts, and
Stanley Brouwn’s This Way Brouwn (1962), in which the artist asks people on the street to give
him directions by drawing a map. Although conceptual art was itself a response to the limitations
and constrictions of the art that preceded it, the Nieuwe Wilden artists felt that it had, in its
simplicity and neatness, drained the life from artistic practice. In forming their reaction against it,
they created work that was full of expression, figuration, and humor—all the qualities they felt
their predecessors lacked. In order to achieve this, they employed an excess of media—old and
new artistic practices as well as practices outside the confines of fine art.
At the Rietveld, the practice of making music together connected fluidly with
collaborative visual art practices.19 Perhaps more than any other art school in the country, the
Rietveld Academy was a breeding ground for punk and post-punk bands in the late ’70s and
early ’80s. Describing some of the musical experiments that happened during his time there,
painter Rob Scholte says:
…there was Klashorst and there was Ploeg. They were in the same year as me. And we
had no rehearsal space so we did it at art school. So there we met up with other guys in
art school, and I remember an art school concert where two bands, we, the Case, and
Klashorst and Ploeg with Interior, [I] think Peter Mertens had joined at that time […]
We had the idea of doing two live performances, two full sets, of two bands at the same

was niet zozeer maatschappelijke anarchie.” Sjarel Ex and Sandra Derks, interview by Maarten
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time. We played our set and at the same time Interior played the other set; so we were
completely concentrated on each other and at the same time trying not to hear the others.
[…] So it was a conceptual performance.20
Scholte, in identifying the musical performances of these bands as “conceptual performance,”
highlights the ways in which the work of the Nieuwe Wilden was still connected to conceptual
art while trying to develop a style and ethos apart from it. Artists of the Rietveld, like Scholte,
Klashorst, and Ploeg, were against conceptual art as a genre or style but not, seemingly, against
developing their own chaotic form of process, concept, and ideas-driven work.
Tellingly, Klashorst and Ploeg choose to be in the audiovisual department of the Rietveld
Academy (VAV), not the painting department. In an interview from 1984, published in the
Rietveld’s student newspaper, the two artists, who at that point had both won the most
prestigious painting prize in the country for young artists, explained their rationale for joining the
audiovisual department rather than painting. Klashorst says, “Painting is not so very important in
life […] audiovisual [work] or glassblowing is exactly the same thing—the technique is
different. But the idea or the feeling that you work with can be exactly the same. I think that I
could blow glass or sculpt just as well [as painting].” To this, Ploeg adds, “You choose the
department where you can do the most things and that happens to be audiovisual.”21 It seems,
then, that Klashorst, Ploeg, and other Nieuwe Wilden artists were primarily against the formal
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rigors of 1960s and ’70s conceptual art rather than conceptual or process-based frameworks in
general.
The role that art academies in the Netherlands played in the development of new media
art, more than anything else, revolved around providing access to sophisticated media equipment
as well as a central place for young creative people to meet one another. According to art
historian Sebastian Lopéz, writing about Dutch video art in the 1970s and ’80s, “The role of the
art colleges has not been properly highlighted: as places for production and presentation, they
provided the expensive hardware necessary for working in the new medium.”22 Jos Houweling,
who was an audiovisual tutor for Klashorst, Ploeg, and Scholte, claims that it was the curiosity
and inventiveness of the students of that era that transformed the role of the Rietveld, saying,
“The Rietveld was no longer a school, it became a meeting place for like-minded people to
exchange their thoughts.”23 He describes how he allowed the students to keep the school’s video
recorder to use for their TV broadcasts, saying, “The school became a facilitating company.”24
Houweling, in leading the audiovisual department with an open-minded attitude, was an
ally and strong supporting presence for the artists of this generation. Reflecting on the role of the
audiovisual department at the Rietveld in the development of his work, artist Walter Carpay, who
was also at the Rietveld at the time, says:
The free spaces in the city, the squats, already played an enormous role in cultural life at
that time. You could experiment, make music, do performances, exhibit your own work,
or have a beer there. My tutor at the Rietveld Academy, Jos Houweling, who ran the free
department— in other words, the audiovisual department, for people that did not want to
be stuck in one discipline—found it more important for the development of his student
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that they put time and energy into [their work] rather than come to school every time. So
we were working in the squats more than we were present at the Rietveld.25
This official tolerance for experimentation and work outside the academy was not repeated in
other cities, such as Rotterdam, discussed below, where the academy did not accept students’
work on the street and in vacant properties as part of their course of study. Houweling, and thus
the Rietveld, managed to maintain an intimate connection between the school and the activities
outside of it in Amsterdam.
Commenting on the atmosphere in the art world in this era, curator Sjarel Ex says, “I
think that, in one way or another, more was shared. So, the squatters’ movement was, of course,
a kind of reflection of the artistic world in all the cities. The art academies were the real talent
centers. They were cultivated there and were also always in communication with each other, so
everyone that was important was immediately promoted and followed by everyone.”26 For many
of the artists of the era, the art academy was a launching pad for collaborative works. It made
sense, given the lack of market competition for these artists, that they team up on projects rather
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than go it alone. Collaborative groupings emerged out of different art schools around the country
and were often actively involved in the squatter activities of each individual city. Quickly,
however, groups in different cities came into contact with each other and organized
performances and exhibitions in each other’s spaces.

Jan van Eyck Academy
For another group of artists, who were also active in Amsterdam in the ’80s, the Jan van
Eyck Academy in Maastricht was the initial “facilitating company” for their development as
media artists. In 1971, artist Raúl Marroquin travelled to the Netherlands from Colombia, invited
to study at the Van Eyck on a generous stipend. After achieving success with his work in
Colombia and exhibiting in museums there from a young age, Marroquin decided to travel to the
US to further develop his career. However, while Marroquin was making plans to go to New
York, a museum administrator in Colombia, who supported the development of his work, applied
to the Rijksacademie and Jan van Eyck Academy on his behalf, and Marroquin soon learned that
he had been accepted into the Van Eyck. Not wanting to pass up the opportunity, he departed for
the Netherlands, where he has lived ever since. Upon arrival, he was given an envelope of cash
and sent straight to the academy, which was nothing like the art academies he was used to at
home. He says:
I arrived and I thought I was early. In Bogotá, the corridors were packed with people—
packed! Here it was empty. Each one had his own studio or her own studio. I was very
happy about it. No lessons, nothing. You just work. And I said, this is all very nice but
where's the catch? So, I went to the administrative director and I said, everything is
fantastic but what about the money? And he was like, ‘Raúl, there are unlimited
expenses.’ Unlimited expenses!27
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Marroquin proceeded to use the resources of the school to the fullest extent, joking that he was
the most expensive student that the Van Eyck Academy had ever had.
Several years after leaving the Van Eyck program himself, he guided other artists to the
school. David Garcia and Annie Wright, a couple who arrived in the Netherlands in the late ’70s
from the UK, applied to the school at Marroquin’s urging and had a similar experience of the
institution. Garcia said, “The Jan van Eyck Academy have an amazing printing operation there,
where they can do very high-level printing things. And he’d [Marroquin] studied there […] so
we did post-graduate at Jan van Eyck and, at the same time, we were building up in
Amsterdam.”28 Marroquin had been using the Van Eyck printing facilities to print his magazine
Fandangos [Fig.42], a cut-and-paste publication that contained a variety of artist’s works,
photographs, and brief artist’s texts often in a humorous or irreverent style. He enlisted Garcia
and Wright to become its de facto editors so that he could continue to produce the publication at
the school.
Apart from printing facilities, the Van Eyck Academy also allowed artists access to video
equipment. According to Marroquin, when he first arrived in Maastricht, the Van Eyck was one
of only two art academies in Europe that had video equipment, along with the Wuppertal Art
Academy in Germany. Marroquin was introduced, via a friend at the academy, to the wealthy
son of a Chinese restauranteur from Limburg, who happened to have the same video equipment
as the academy. Using his new friend’s equipment in combination with the academy’s,
Marroquin was able to copy tapes and create multi-channel videos as early as 1972.29 He created
a character called “Andy Dandy” who was shown engaging in mundane activities such as
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walking down the street or playing piano. The work he produced had an element of comic-booklike humor, eschewing the seriousness of other performance or conceptual art during the period.
In Monologue with Andy Dandy (1974–5), thought bubbles appear over the character’s head
accompanied by cartoonish sound effects.
Aside from their connection to and collaboration with Marroquin on Fandangos, Garcia
and Wright, who worked as an artist duo during those years, collaborated with two other artists at
the academy, Lous America and Henk Wijnen. One of the first projects they did together was a
project in which they created posters and spread them around the city of Maastricht. After
finding that their posters were amended and vandalized in interesting ways, they came up with
the idea for another collaborative piece, Posterama (1980). Garcia, in the group’s artist
statement, says, “In fact, it was whilst working on this project that we became aware that, as
interesting as our posters were, more interesting still was the response from local graffiti groups
who attacked and undermined our work.”30 Staged in the central square of Maastricht, the
Vrijthof, during the Openbare Kunstwerken, Kunst 11 Dagen [Public Art, 11 Day Art] festival in
Maastricht from September 18–28, 1980, Posterama sought to harness the spontaneous public
participation their earlier poster work elicited. The set-up consisted of a simple wooden wall,
positioned in the middle of the square, that the public was encouraged to alter and add to in any
way they saw fit [Fig.43]. In a video documenting the piece, a voiceover by Garcia delivers a
statement from the group:
In Maastricht, like any large town, there’s a considerable subculture of graffiti and
unofficial poster-making. What we wanted to do was take what is normally on the edge
of people’s attention and focus on it. Place it quite literally in the center as a wooden wall
in the central square of Maastricht. […] Quite apart from any social implications
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Posterama may have had, one of the main things we experienced was the sense of
Posterama as a continually evolving painting. A painting that was forever making and remaking itself.31
The work was, thus, a way to formalize the process of graffiti into a sanctioned and certified fine
art context (it was sponsored by an arts festival and explicitly defined as a work of contemporary
fine art). The artists saw the work as a way to include those who might feel excluded from the
inside of the museum or institutional space but, in so doing, also divorced graffiti from one of its
essential qualities: its illegality.
While Posterama was inspired by the freeform irreverence of graffiti art, the form of
participation that it solicited was largely artificial.32 The work was, in many ways, a formalized
co-option or adoption of the aesthetics of the punk and graffiti scene by artists who were more
interested in institutional connections and the official art world than some of their
contemporaries. Given its open-ended format, Posterama invited a variety of responses,
including at least one critical response: in the documentary video for the work, a group called the
VIPs can be seen smearing “real bull shit” on the surface of the wall [Fig.44] (i.e., painting the
surface of the wall with excrement). According the artists’ statement, “You could never work out
whether it was a comment on Posterama or the festival as a whole.”33 This critical response was,
nevertheless, well within the ethos of the work and the artists happily embraced it alongside
other responses. The group—particularly Garcia—went on to create other platforms for public
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participation in the years that followed. The Underpass (1983), which was inspired by pirate
television in the squatter scene of Amsterdam, is described in more detail in chapter 4.

Academy of Fine Art Rotterdam
In Rotterdam in the late 1970s, the Academy of Fine Art produced another art and music
collective, the Rondos/Kunstkollektief Dubio (Art Collective Dubio, KK Dubio), which was
plugged into both the punk and squatter scenes in the city. The Rondos, the name of the group’s
punk band, was formed in March 1978 by a group of art student in the canteen of the school.
According to Johannes van de Weert, none of the members of the band had any instruments nor
had they composed any music when they agreed to perform their first gig for their tutor Sjoerd
Buisman.34 They went on to form KK Dubio, the visual art side of the collective, which they ran
out of a condemned property they had discovered in the harbor area of the city. In a biography of
the Rondos, Van de Weert writes:
Most of us were fourth-year students and had no classes to go to. We were supposed to
work independently in the studios. Which we did, to our heart’s content. Most of our
projects were meant to provoke, like the Art Collective Dubio and, at first, even The
Rondos. One day we made a life-sized model of a tank and dragged it through Rotterdam.
We took photographs of it in front of the town hall, the bridges over the River Maas
(‘Meuse’) and the Euromast and left the thing on the station square, where it was attacked
by a group of incensed members of the pacifist socialist party PSP. We loved the whole
ruckus and exhibited the project in the academy under the name Coming soon, German
Panzerkampfwagen [Fig.45]. All of this to the great annoyance of many of our teachers
and, to our pleasant surprise, many of our fellow students who wanted to be making
serious art. Our goal was to get out of the stuffy atmosphere at the academy that we found
blasé and lethargic.35
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Like art students in other cities, the members of KK Dubio were drawn to a collaborative
practice. Their work was playful, spontaneous, and provocative, and they were happy to work
together.
The do-it-together attitude (or DIT, which is, perhaps, a more appropriate
characterization for this collaborative spirit than DIY) was essential to the squatters’ movement,
where the practicalities of squatting vacant buildings necessitated a team effort: certain members
of the community would specialize in plumbing, heating, carpentry, etc., and then help out where
they were needed in other squats around the city. In 1979, KK Dubio had found the perfect base
for their operations, a grand old vacant property in the Rotterdam harbor area, the Huize
Schoonderloo. After threatening the local council that they would squat the building, which was
slated for demolition, they convinced the council to temporarily rent it to them. This became the
headquarters of their art collective. Van de Weert writes:
At this time, we had our eye on a monumental white property, Huize Schoonderloo on
the Tweede IJzerstraat in Delfshaven. Even the name of the street, ‘Second Iron Street’,
was terrific. The building was empty and, as it turned out, had been so for five years. We
rang the doorbell of the adjoining caretaker’s house. The man rather unwillingly told us
the property was due to be demolished and was in very bad condition. We glanced
through the windows. It was just what we were looking for. We asked for more
information with the Gemeentelijk Grondbedrijf, the municipal development department
that turned out to be in charge of the building. ‘In charge’ being a bit of an overstatement.
‘Neglect’ sounded more like it. We got in touch with a man called Piet Slijkerman, a civil
servant from the socialist party PvdA who worked at the Rotterdam Town Hall. We
presented him with our plans. Saskia especially managed to keep Slijkerman’s attention
with her relentless perseverance. Rotterdam didn’t have one of these yet: a living andworking collective of young artists. And just when Rotterdam wanted to present an image
of itself as an ‘art city’.36
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Huize Schoonderloo quickly became a meeting point for the punks of Rotterdam. They started
the zine Raket in September 1979 and produced, alongside it, books, fanzines, comic books,
buttons, cards, stickers, and pamphlets at a frantic pace.37 Their activity, like those of artists in
other Dutch cities was a constant stream of imagery, produced as fast as possible.
The members of the art collective were so busy with the activities of their own operation
at Huize Schoonderloo that they nearly forgot about their work with the art academy. The final
year of their course did not require that they complete any coursework but was merely a studio
year in preparation for the final end-examination exhibition. According to Van de Weert, they
received a letter asking how their preparations for the final exam were going, and they then
decided to do the exam as a group, as the Kunstkollektiv Dubio. As a response, they submitted a
manifesto, in pamphlet form, that they had created in December of 1978 titled Juliana Ja,
Beatrix Nee. Juliana was the Queen of the Netherlands until her abdication in 1980, when her
daughter Beatrix took over the monarchy. In the beginning of the pamphlet, KK Dubio printed a
détourned article on how television functions, replacing the word “television” with “KK
Dubio.”38
In October of 1979, they presented their end examination exhibition along with a
publication that harshly denounced the close connection between the academy and the gallery
system, art investors, museum conservators, etc.39 They also denounced artists’ reliance on the
Beeldende Kunstenaars Regeling (BKR), a state program that was set up to buy artists’ work in
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order to sustain the artistic output of the country after the Second World War and which,
normally, ended up in large storage centers. They said, “It is, for us, unacceptable that our work
often goes directly to the storage basements of the municipality via a BKR-regulation.”40 The
exhibition consisted of their zine, Raket, posters and other print work, and a display of their
music releases [Fig.46]. They also proposed an alternative to the elite art of the gallery system:
stadskunst [urban art]. They promoted “urban art that arises out of solidarity with the resistance
to those structures in which one man oppresses the other.”41 The purest forms of these were not
the expensive unique objects of the fine art world, but the anonymous graffiti on the walls of the
city and the cheap reproducible videos, images, and music that KK Dubio produced. The group
was ultimately denied their diploma for the project.42

Academy of Art and Design in ’s-Hertogenbosch
The V2_ space began its life as a project of students from the Academy of Art and
Design in the town of ’s-Hertogenbosch (known as Den Bosch) in the south of the Netherlands.
Although the connection between V2_ and the art academy was less pronounced than the
relationships between the artists and art schools described above, it is unlikely that an
independent art space like V2_ would have been started in this small Dutch town if not for the
presence of the academy or, for that matter, the presence of an active squatter scene.43 Started by

40

“Het is voor ons onaanvaardbaar dat ons werk straks via een BKR-regeling in de opslagkelders
van de gemeente terecht komt.” KK Dubio.
41
Jonker, No future nu, 89–90.
42
Jonker, 87.
43
“V2 zou zich nooit in Den Bosch hebben genesteld als daar niet een kunstopleiding had
bestaan.” Reijnders, “Adressen van de autonome geest: kunstenaarsinitiatieven in de jaren
tachtig en negentig,” 178. Harold Schellinx, Ultra (Amsterdam: Lebowski, 2012) 278.
152

Joke Brouwer, Alex Adriaansens, and a loose collection of other young local artists, V2_ was set
up in a squatted property as a free, autonomous space, where artists could show the chaotic mix
of multimedia visual art and music performances that they and their peers were making at the
time. The idea of starting an independent art space was, at least partly, inspired by the censorious
reaction they received for an exhibition they participated in at the University of Nijmegen.
According to Brouwer and Adriaansens:
In 1980, some young curators asked us to do an exhibition at the University of Nijmegen.
We drove up there with a truckload of paintings and hung up large banners that said ‘The
university is occupied.’ This rather alarmed them, as they felt that only students could
occupy a university, not artists. The entrance hall of the building was covered in paintings
that were either absurd or politically oriented. When the head of the faculty came to take
a look, his first words were, ‘This is not art!’ He went on to say, on camera, ‘My idea of
art is a painting of 30 x 40 centimeters.’ We edited the tape using the university’s
audiovisual department and then played it continuously on a monitor: this man crying,
‘This is not art! My idea of art is…’ Well, the audiovisual department was declared off
limits to us and the tape was destroyed. Of course we then cut all of works down to this
‘art size’ and hung them all over the building. Things then quickly got out of hand so
within two weeks the structures within the university were neatly exposed.44
Finding such preconceived ideas about art absurd, V2_ set no rigidly defined parameters for the
type of work that would be shown there, which included a mix of performance art, painting,
multimedia and video works, and performances by punk, post-punk, and industrial bands.
In summer of 1981, Joke Brouwer, Alex Adriaansens, Bart Domburg, and Roeland
Rutten, who would later be involved with V2_, shared a studio space in Den Bosch at
Guldenvliesstraat 4. They made a pamphlet of their work, published on June 17, 1981.45 The
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pamphlet demonstrates the already burgeoning collaborative spirit among artists in the town and
their desire to reach a broader audience. Shortly thereafter, on September 3–4, 1981, the first
location for V2_ (and the inspiration for its name), Vughtenstraat 234, was squatted.46 It was a
raw, dark, cavernous space that was located across from a public square, which artists frequently
used for projects that needed a larger outdoor space. According to Brouwer and Adriaansens, “At
first we didn’t work interdisciplinarily but rather multidisciplinarily. All kinds of things were
happening at the same time and we were overlapping each other. We painted, made Super 8
movies, and wrote. And we played in five different bands.”47 Not content to remain in the
relatively isolated confines of Den Bosch, the V2_ collective established connections to and
collaborations with Belgian artists and bands such as Club Moral as well as other
alternative/squatter art spaces in other parts of the Netherlands like W139 (Warmoesstraat 139)
and Aorta in Amsterdam, which were both founded in 1982 and are described in more detail
below.
The collaborations outlined above were by no means the only artist collectives to form in
and around art schools in the late ’70s and early ’80s. There were at least a dozen more
independent artist spaces and groups that sprang up during the era, including De Ark in
Enschede, an art collective founded in 1975 by students at the Academie voor Kunst en Industrie
(AKI, Academy for Art and Industry).48 Like the students at the Rietveld, a sympathetic tutor, in
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this case Geert Voskamp, supported the students who founded this collective, but not all art
students found institutional support for their DIY and multidisciplinary impulses.49 Facing grim
economic conditions, where young artists had few prospects of either selling their work or
finding steady employment, art students and recent graduates found the squatter lifestyle, with its
DIY/DIT ethos, increasingly attractive. As a result, independent artist initiatives flourished
during the period, and the attitude they embodied extended beyond occupying physical space. In
the first few years of the ’80s, the paintings of the Nieuwe Wilden exemplified both this squatter
ethos and its attendant goal of autonomy from established institutions. The “abandoned” medium
of painting, like the raw space at Vughtenstraat 234 or the decrepit Huize Schoonderloo, could
be reclaimed and reimaged free from the associations that had once defined them.

THE NIEUWE WILDEN
Part-subterfuge, part-sincere, the work of the Nieuwe Wilden was energetic, puerile,
improvised, and ironic. Peter Klashorst called it “non-new-art” or “fake art,” a characterization
that simultaneously asserts and dismisses the idea that the work was “bad,” naïve, or
reactionary.50 More to the point, as a statement against the ingress of critical theory and
intellectualism into art, it becomes, itself, a kind of concept/theory of art.51 This internal

De Praktijk, Tetterode Complex, Stichting Edelweiss, and De Living Room in Amsterdam. See
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was a belief in non-new-art. We would make art that was not real art. Fake Art. Society and the
authorities did not deserve any respect and neither did art history. No Future!” “Nederland was
hier nog lang niet klaar voor en New York was dat eigenlijk ook niet. Het nieuwe kunstgeloof
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contradiction was, evidently, an important facet of the work. As noted, the Nieuwe Wilden
simultaneously decried conceptualism while pointing to the irrelevance of medium in favor of
ideas and expression. They celebrated total anarchy while renouncing the politics of anarchists.
They lived and worked in squatted buildings and created their own galleries, clubs, and venues,
but were also happy to link up with commercial galleries like Galerie Jurka in Amsterdam and
pursue the spoils of commercial success abroad. And they ushered in a return of painting while
toiling in many mediums at once.
Although their work reflected international trends in postmodern painting, in that they
disregarded distinctions between high and low culture and happily mashed together styles and
genres, they went beyond rejecting image hierarchies.52 They also, at least superficially, rejected
the idea of intentionality in their work. The paradox in this was that, for the art market and the
general public, a figurative painting did not need any high-minded declaration of intention to be
accepted as a work of art and, thus, the return to figurative painting was, in some ways, a de
facto conservative gesture. As Hal Foster writes, “a basic opposition exists between a
postmodernism which seeks to deconstruct modernism and resist the status quo and a
postmodernism which repudiates the former to celebrate the latter: a postmodernism of resistance
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and a postmodernism of reaction.”53 The work of the Nieuwe Wilden often balanced precariously
on the border between these two postmodernisms.
Despite the creeping conservativism, the Nieuwe Wilden style in the first few years of the
’80s was more resistance than reaction. Its execution was so forcefully improvisational that it
was more akin to rude graffiti on a bathroom wall than traditional fine art—the artists often used
trash and scrap materials, cheap paints, pencils, and crayons rather than canvas or fine art
supplies. The paintings they produced were the polar opposite of conceptual art, with its sterile
presentation, careful modes of display, and sophisticated ideas. Instead, the Nieuwe Wilden
produced art in volume, taking a maximal rather than a minimal approach. These were not
auratic paintings, works of individual genius laboriously and exactingly executed; they were
rapidly produced, with little care given to the individuality of each work. The process of constant
creation was, often, more important than the output or the exhibition of the work. Thus, it was
the excessive materiality of their work that challenged the hegemony of art institutions and their
methods of commodification and display, which was a complete reversal from the way
immateriality in conceptual art of the previous generation had challenged the same institutions.
The Nieuwe Wilden’s radical counterpoint to intellectual conceptual art was dumb painting,
carelessly constructed and produced in an endless stream that did not need to be labelled “art.”
As Ploeg said, “There must be a sort of contrast in it. A painting has to be very dumb and very
intelligent at the same time, exciting and boring.”54 In place of neatness, emptiness, silence,
constraint, small gestures, or geometry, they brought chaos and an ejaculation of material.
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The work that Klashorst did for the punk club De Koer is indicative of these tendencies.
In 1980, Eddy de Clercq opened a club on the Nieuwezijds Voorburgwal close to the NRCHandelsblad building at Dam Square named after a Flemish slang word for toilet, koer.55
Klashorst painted the interior decoration [Fig.47] and a poster for De Koer [Fig.48] that both
feature the rough brushwork and vulgar yet cryptic figuration that was typical of his work during
this time. The De Koer mural is an expressionistic city-scape with a large skull and prominent
tribal-style mask on a cutout in the foreground, placed as a separate piece in foreground of what
appears to be a stage set. A building with the word “Disco” is framed by other rough figures,
painted with broad brushstrokes, dripping with paint in some areas. The floor is painted in a
paving stone pattern (in Amsterdam, particularly in the old center where these squats were
located, many of the streets are still paved with stones) and nightmarish creatures crawl up from
the ground, imbuing the ordinary with an element of fantasy and danger. There is an improvised
and automatic quality to the subject matter, composition, and execution, as if the artist was
aimless doodling.
A similar stage-like painting can be seen in a video of Klashort’s and Ploeg’s band Soviet
Sex that was broadcast on their pirate television channel, PKP-TV [Fig.49], where an
expressionist cityscape appears as a stage for the musicians. Again, the floor is covered in paving
stones and a chaotic cityscape has been created in the background. Two separate boards with
paintings of buildings are set up in front of the group of musicians with the words “Bizar Sex
Disco” (in a jagged style that is similar to the De Koer painting) and “Cola” (in script like CocaCola) painted on them. The entire composition is done with only black and red paint in a line-
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drawn design with few areas filled in with color. A dead animal being rolled over by a car wheel
lies to the right of the composition and a penis-shaped airplane flies overhead ejaculating over
the cityscape on the left. A large skull grimaces down from between the buildings in the middle
of the background. Again, the painting is quick and automatic, with more attention paid to
fanciful details than creating a careful composition. The hour-long video from 1982 that contains
this scene also contains a compilation of other videos created for Soviet Sex songs that would
have been aired on the PKP-TV late-night cable broadcasts, discussed in greater detail in
chapter 3.
The end of the video reel shows Klashorst touching up the paint on the homemade,
roughly painted credits placards. He paints PKP’s address and phone number before the camera
pans away to scan the room and the video equipment, including a monitor showing the live video
feed. The materials and process of both the painted sign and the video itself are thus irreverently
exposed, both to document the action of making the work (as a more conceptually-minded artist
might do) but also to express a nonchalant disregard for orderliness and professional production
values. The use of rough materials was not limited to the non-commercial or TV work that
Klashort and Ploeg were doing; even their gallery work was presented without any polish or
professional presentation standards. For their first joint exhibition at Galerie Jurka, Rob Jurka
claims that the pair showed up with their work in rough form: “It was made on pattern-making
paper, double folded, rolled up, rubber bands around it. It went up on the wall with pushpins,
which was still very unusual at that time.”56 He subsequently asked the painters if they would
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paint on canvas instead of paper, since it would be easier to sell to buyers and easier to preserve.
For Klashorst, however, paper was appealing precisely because of its cheap and disposable
nature. He said, “I have only made a few paintings on canvas. We got that canvas from Rob
Jurka. Otherwise we always paint on paper, the back sides of posters for example. That works
nicely. You can also quickly throw paper away. The investment has to be as low as possible.”57
Given the enormous outpouring of work for Klashorst and Ploeg at that time, the act of painting
was more important than the result. In 1985, Ploeg asserted that “art is more than just the
presentation.”58
They sought to please themselves first and foremost, and their work was, as a result, unmediated, un-filtered, and un-circumscribed. The attitude was, above all else, celebratory: a long
party at the end of the world, or, as the press described the attitude of the time, “dancing on the
volcano.”59 The group soon acquired a reputation for nihilism, a label that Klashorst rejected,
saying, “The establishment may call what we do nihilism, but we don’t call it that. Why don’t
they highlight the positive things? We are actually really positive, not constantly doommongering.”60 Despite his contention that he and his peers were not “doom-mongering,”
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however, other statements he made at the time betray a deep pessimism about the state of
society. In a 1982 interview after the release of his band Soviet Sex’s single “Happy End,”
Klashorst said:
I’m not at school anymore. I don’t have unemployment benefits. It is, thus, a question of
occupying yourself with staying alive. As a result, everything affects you very
powerfully. It has to do with what I already said about that wild feeling. An idea of, we
are just zero and the question of whether we ever become something more than zero
remains. There is a wild feeling to go against the flow because, if I look around me,
today’s culture is still a very beautiful house with a beautiful façade and nice flowers in
front of the window but it can, any moment, collapse because the foundations are rotten.
[…] Like a sort of beast, we run against the flow to push back. Today or tomorrow the
whole lot will collapse into itself, but I keep laughing […]61
This rebellious, youthful, “it doesn’t matter anyway” attitude supported their unrestrained artistic
production in that planning career moves or subscribing to accepted trends in art production did
not hold them back from experimentation.
Rather than apocalyptic, the mood in Amsterdam’s art scene at the time was somewhat
post-apocalyptic, which fostered the impulse to build everything from scratch. The DIY spirit
was tinged with a feeling of necessity and desperation. It was also largely collaborative; more
DIT than DIY. Klashorst reiterates this stance, saying, “We thought that we were going to form a
new world order. Operating from squats, we did everything ourselves, we were totally
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independent. We kept everything in our own group. We read the books that we had written
ourselves, we looked at the paintings that we had made ourselves, listened to the music that we
had composed ourselves. […] We didn’t try to get on Dutch TV, we started our own TV
broadcaster. We didn’t try to get a house from the municipality, we squatted a place ourselves.
We didn’t go to the shop for books, we printed them ourselves.”62 With their irreverent imagery,
which often included phalluses, violence, and naked women, the Nieuwe Wilden was largely a
boys club, and their work has been described by Sjarel Ex as containing a particularly masculine
energy.
The poster that Klashorst created for De Koer [Fig.48], executed in grey-tones (most
likely for reproductive purposes), exemplifies this dark, puerile masculinity. In the foreground of
the poster, there is a figure with the grinning face of Mickey Mouse, standing in front of a skull
and dressed in what appears to be a ruffled shirt and a plaid skirt (or perhaps Scottish kilt). The
figure reaches down to lift the skirt with one hand while holding the other hand out to a dolphin
(with one arm) who is half-submerged in a small pool, blowing water out its spout. As was
typical of Klashorst’s work, every figure in the composition is built on sexual innuendo. Penis
projectiles rain down from the sky and a sun smirks overhead. Behind the dolphin are an
assortment of figures: an electric guitar drawn in pen and which stands out from the rest of the
painting with its thin lines and more detailed execution, a menacing muscular figure with a skull-
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like face next to an abstracted head with a beak-like protrusion, another spade-like shape, and
another oblong figure that resembles a mushroom (or another abstracted penis) with a crude face
painted on. The area around the figures is filled in with dark, rough brushstrokes applied in an
uneven, patchy coating over the background with the words “De Koer” painted in white over the
top. There does not appear to be any order or meaningful narrative surrounding the figures, some
of which are rendered in great detail while others are abstract cyphers. The combination of
sexual, scatological, and pop cultural imagery was, however, representative of Klashorst’s work
at the time.
As Klashorst’s involvement with De Koer demonstrates, clubs played an important role
as meeting places and exhibition venues in the early 1980s, none more so than Mazzo, which
was devoted to audiovisual experiments in the arts. Mazzo was home to both the younger punk
generation as well as an older generation of media artists who had developed their work in the
Amsterdam’s alternative gallery and artist spaces of the 1970s.

DANCING ON THE VOLCANO
On June 6, 1980, the club Mazzo opened its doors at Rozengracht 114, in the heart of the
Jordaan district of Amsterdam. The Jordaan, located on the western side of the canal ring, was a
working class neighborhood for much of the twentieth century. In the ’70s and early ’80s, its
vacant buildings were heavily squatted, thwarting redevelopment plans for the area. A group of
young men, including Michiel van den Bergh, Michiel Romeyn, Hans Baaij, Ad van der Meer,
Malcolm St. Julian-Bown, Bob Takes, Victor Tiebosch, and Fred Veldkamp started the club.
Van den Bergh claims there was nothing like it in Amsterdam at the time—dance clubs open to a
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wider public simply did not exist in the city yet.63 With contributions of about 4,000 Guilders
from each member of the group, they rented and renovated the space as a dance club.
Just before opening, Maja van den Broecke happened to wander into the club and Michiel
offered her a job working the door. According to Van den Broecke, she was the first “door
bitch.” Van den Bergh says, “We had articles in papers, ‘dancing on the volcano.’ And the
volcano was the sign of the times. It could explode. The world could end. Which is totally
ridiculous […] But people seemed to think that. There's something always hanging in the air,
disaster is coming. The whole punk movement came out of that.” Due to regulations governing
liquor licenses, the club could not simply be open to the public, it had to be “members-only” in
some sense. Van den Broecke came up with the idea to require that everyone who attended
would be involved in audiovisual arts in some way. Asked why she choose this particular group,
she laughed, saying, “Because there were Hells Angels in front of me and I didn’t want to let
them in!”64
For Van den Bergh and his cohort, Mazzo was not about commercial success or profits.
He says, “Now everything’s about start-ups […] But this is commercial things. […] We had to
start up doing things, but in an artistic way. Why? Because there was a volcano and it would
soon end all of this. It didn’t matter.” “—so let’s have some fun!” Maja van den Broecke
added.65 The club became a hotbed of audiovisual experiments during the early years of the ’80s.
The club owned one of two video projectors in the country, the other being owned by the
military. It was a massive, table-sized, expensive machine that was maintained by Fred
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Veldkamp, who was the technical wizard of the club. Experimenting with the machine,
Veldkamp managed to concoct a connection between the early Apple II computer and the
projector, which allowed artists to project early computer animations in the club.
The club was one of the first venues to promote the emerging field of VJs (video DJs).
Peter Rubin, who produced the majority of the slide and video shows in the early years of the
club, was a pioneer of the medium. At any given time the room was filled with dozens of
different slide projections, some doubled up on faders to give the impression of animation. The
room was completely black and white so that the projects would form the decoration for the
room, and the bar was a diamond-shaped light box with projections all around. According to Van
den Bergh, the concept was simple—the décor could be constantly changing if they used slides
instead of paint or permanent materials. Each week a new array of images could be projected.
They even pumped odors into the room to accompany some of the imagery. Artists often came
with hand painted or constructed slides to show as part of the club’s program.
The space was also used for performances that required a larger space than other
alternative art venues, in the days before Aorta, could accommodate. According to Van den
Bergh:
Galleries came. I had a connection with De Appel gallery for a couple of years. And they
gave me connections for performances that were too big for them to handle, so they sent
them to us. Josine van Droffelar and Wies Smals, the directors of [De] Appel. When they
went down with the airplane in Switzerland, that more or less stopped the relationship.
There was a very heavy connection. We also had a connection with someone who was
taking care of photographers, agencies. They organized a gallery of photographers with
slide projectors.66
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Mazzo provided an early space in Amsterdam for larger scale multimedia installations. Once
squats like Aorta and, to a lesser extent, W139 were established, artists had access to even larger
alternative venues.
The club secured a variety of opportunities and funds through creative use of corporate
backing. Companies were intrigued by the young artists and wanted to capitalize on the creative
energy that was happening at the club. Van Den Bergh convinced the brewery Bavaria to prop up
the club, and, due to its success there, helped Mazzo later secure bank loans for further
development of the venue. Van Den Bergh says:
Everybody had a little bit of money, but the biggest thing was the brewery. The guys
from Bavaria, they wanted to have a foot on the ground in Amsterdam. And we told them
what we were doing and I said I'm going to sell a million liters of beer. A year. I said, is
that a good idea, do you want to invest? They said, yes, we want to invest. And we did,
actually. We did sell 100 hectoliters of beer. We did. So that was a great thing. So we
were top of the world. And they took that to the bank and said those guys want to borrow
like 250,000 and we will back it up and the bank said, okay, here's the money. So we just
started and we came up very much short.67
The club also benefited from the sponsorship of Canon cameras. According to Van den Broecke,
someone must have tipped Canon off that it would be a good investment to give Mazzo some
cameras to use. According to Van den Bergh:
They did [just give them to us]. Because we were supposed to organize workshops for
cameras. But we borrowed it to everyone so everyone could use it. Then they hope that
they will buy a camera. That was the idea. Yeah, all those thousand guilders cameras.
And we got them. We didn't know why. We just asked. […] That's what we did with the
brewery as well. At a certain moment, we had a change in atmosphere because everybody
wanted to join. Everybody wanted to join. Even the paint to paint the walls - we got all
the paint and all of the equipment for free.68
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According to Van den Bergh and Van den Broecke, suddenly everyone wanted to come see what
they were doing at Mazzo, and international magazines and people from abroad also came to see.
Van den Broecke says, “And creativity was something back then. Nowadays everybody is
creative, but at that point, it was really something special.”69 Mazzo also received government
subsidies from the Prins Bernhard Fonds, a cultural funding body.
After Mazzo opened and became the youth culture mecca of the city in the early 1980s,
the PKP group of Klashorst and the Ploeg brothers decided to open their own more informal club
in an adjacent squat, where the overflow crowd or the people who were rejected from Mazzo
could hang out. 70 The less sophisticated or exclusive Disco Bizar at Rozengracht 149 was just up
the street from Mazzo. As with Aorta, Disco Bizar was designed as an open-ended temporary
venture. Peter Klashorst said, “Bizar is not a monument for eternity. Each Bizar evening is again
a new evening […]”71 Like the squatted art institutions, the clubs of Amsterdam in the early ’80s
were primarily concerned with a quick-moving dynamism, producing a wall of imagery that was
ever-changing. A growing art scene, propped up by ample government funding, was in a
constant state of renewal and production.
The Nieuwe Wilden artists seemed to enjoy their reputation as boyish pranksters, and, as
noted, happily promoted themselves to a press that readily hyped their work and alternative
squatter lifestyle. As Sandra Derks, one of the few women among the group, explains, “Maybe I
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have a little bit of a masculine attitude.”72 She elaborates on her involvement with the men in the
group in another interview, stating, “I had never realized that I was a woman because I only
circulated in a man’s world. But when I was 26, I came into contact with the ‘official’ art world
and I was confronted with the fact that you are treated differently as a woman. That was really
not a nice discovery. Now that I am a bit older, I hang around with women more. But in that
time, I didn’t because the people that I liked in the academy were men.”73 The boyish attitude
extended to the subject matter of the work. Between 1980 and 1984, the Nieuwe Wilden painters
made work that was inspired by children’s toys and characters from cartoons, films, and
television, executed with quick, rough brushstrokes.
One work that was both a collaboration and a game in the spirit of the cadavre exquis
was Rom 87 (1981–1982) by Sandra Derks and Rob Scholte [Fig.50]. It was an example of a
more orderly, labor-intensive, and ambitious work from the period and has, since its creation,
often been declared the masterpiece of the era. Originally shown at the squatted gallery space
W139 in August 1982, the piece was inspired by a children’s coloring book, which the artists
purchased at Hema, a Dutch store that sells household goods, and displayed in a grid of eight
pages by eight pages.74 This was the first panel of an enormous nine-panel piece. For the second
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panel, the artists created a series of sixty-four paintings that incorporated the coloring book
images, often adding a dark, science-fiction-like tone to the quotidian or cheerful objects in the
original imagery. In one individual plate of this panel, where the coloring book showed a simple
iron on a piece of cloth, the artists have painted the iron as it appears in the coloring book but
with a swath of hieroglyphic-like symbols beneath the iron that look as if they are being
somehow written by the iron, which is transformed into a kind of futuristic fax machine [Fig.51].
In an adjacent panel, a cheerful robot, depicted smiling and waving in the coloring book, is given
a menacing grimace and a hammer.
In the third panel of paintings for Rom 87, the number of pictures is divided by two—
encompassing the same dimensions as the two adjacent images but now combining the imagery
and themes into a single composite image. Thus, the next thirty-two plates combine adjacent
imagery from the original sixty-four. In one section of the third panel, we again see the robot and
the iron, but this time combined into one image. The grimacing robot now appears to be
grumpily ironing out the hieroglyphic symbols while still holding the hammer in the other hand.
The pattern of the next five panels continues in this way: the fourth panel is made up of
combinations of two of the previous thirty-two image panels, creating sixteen composite images
in the same dimensions as four of the original coloring book pages; the fifth panel combines two
of the fourth panel’s plates, producing eight total composite plates; the sixth panel shows four
composite images; the seventh shows two composite images; the eighth panel is a composite
image that meshes all the previous imagery together in one composition of the same dimensions;
and the ninth and final panel is a looser, free-form take on the imagery—twice the size as the
previous panel and not limited to the boundaries of the rectangular format [Fig.52]. The final
panel is unconstrained by the boundaries of a rectangular canvas and is made up of free-form
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pieces arranged on the wall. The final panel, thus, breaks open the boundaries of the original
coloring book pages as well as the rectangular geometric and mathematical conceit of the
progressive panels, oozing out of the frame.
This formal dissolution in the progression of the panels, as well as the use of children’s
coloring book imagery, situates the work in opposition to (or, perhaps more accurately, in
disregard of) the autonomy of painting. Even the title of the piece can be interpreted as a coded
indication of the artists’ disinterest in entering into a dialogue with either the modernist doctrine
of medium specificity or more traditional forms of painting practice.75 The title is taken from the
text on a milestone that Derks and Scholte encountered while in Italy, which indicated that the
city of Rome was 87 kilometers away. Riffing on the saying, “All roads lead to Rome,” they
decided to use “Rom 87” as a metaphor for the construction of the work.76 The meaning of the
phrase—that it does not matter what methods or means are involved in getting to the end, as the
end result is the same—indicates a desire for openness or autonomy in the methods used to
create the painting. In order to occupy or revive the practice of painting, as these artists did, it
had to be open to hybrid processes in its execution—no more set rules on how a painting must be
made. Furthermore, artists making paintings needed the autonomy or agency to create the final
result—a painting—by whatever means they saw fit.
The work, then, reflects a stubborn refusal to engage with serious aesthetic theory. Its
imagery is whimsical, surreal, and often darkly humorous, and the viewer is invited to play the
game along with the artists, relishing the way various elements from the original images have
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been transformed and mutated over the panels. Although it takes children’s imagery as its source
material, it does not, ultimately, add adult-minded seriousness to those images.77 Instead, the
work takes the banal original plates of the coloring book and transforms them into an improvised
fantasy. Due to their embrace of naïve or childish forms of expression, the Nieuwe Wilden have
sometimes been compared to the Dutch CoBrA painters of the 1950s, such as Karel Appel,
whose expressionist paintings also contained rudimentary figures and a child-like exuberance.
Appel’s work, however, reflected a primitivist impulse, containing colorful creatures and
timeless, simple human figures. The subject matter of the Nieuwe Wilden artists, on the other
hand, was darker and wholly entangled with the glut of mass media imagery surrounding them.
As exemplified by Klashorst’s poster or Derks’s and Scholte’s Rom 87, their work often depicted
perverse or humorous combinations of family-friendly imagery, such as Mickey Mouse or
coloring book images, engaged in violent or sexual behavior.
Although the Nieuwe Wilden artists were not keen to welcome the comparison between
themselves and CoBrA, they found some things to appreciate about the older generation of
artists. After visiting Appel in the US, Maarten Ploeg commented, “He is not the very best
painter of the era. I am more an admirer of his attitude than his paintings. He doesn’t have any
great stories or fantastic theories of his paintings. He is a normal person that continues seriously.
He could, by his manner of speaking, as easily be running an auto body shop in the Jordaan.”78
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The unpretentious, seemingly anti-intellectual attitude was, therefore, at least one point of
continuity between the earlier expressionist and the Nieuwe Wilden.
Unsurprisingly, the artists of the Nieuwe Wilden did not find their way to painting
through an admiration of national art heroes like Appel. For example, when Maarten Ploeg
entered the Rietveld, he initially thought he wanted to be a cartoonist.79 Although he turned
toward the pursuit of fine art, Ploeg’s work is as playful and irreverent as that of his peers in the
early 1980s. During this time, he produced a zine titled De hant that was filled with comic strips
and cartoon figures [Fig.53]. Like Klashorst, Scholte and others, Ploeg painted freely on walls,
cheap paper, and, even, scratched drawings on the backs of guitars, liberated from the need to
construct discrete or orderly objects. While attending the Rietveld, Ploeg also spent a good deal
of time repetitively painting cartoonish cars.
Ploeg’s style was more abstract and unfocussed than Klashorst’s during this time, but,
given their close collaboration, strongly resembles his collaborator’s work. His painting Gevecht
[Battle], depicts a loosely rendered skeletal human figure on its knees with its hands in the air, a
halo of fire surrounding it. Attacking the figure from all sides are crude phallic airplanes.
Another untitled painting by Ploeg from 1981 [Fig.54] depicts a human figure with a sword,
spiky gritted teeth and closed eyes, apparently being washed over by a wave of white paint, a
castle-like tower in the background. A snake with teeth, a bottle, a large apple and a smaller one,
and a guitar sweep across the canvas to the left of the composition from the figure. Pencil
doodles are scribbled into the white at the right of the composition. The work, like those of
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Klashorst, has an automatic, nightmarish quality. An uncontained mish-mash of symbols jostle
for space on the page—childish, crude, and executed quickly with little compositional coherence.
It is painting as nothing more than what the artist wills it to be: lived-in rather than vacant.
In 1982, Ploeg explored the life and death of painting more explicitly in an (unofficial)
performance at the Stedelijk Museum, where twelve artists walked through the museum wearing
painted masks [Fig.55].80 Ploeg said, “The intension was to bring actually-living paintings into
contact with other paintings.”81 The crude masks were reminiscent of Dada masks, cylindrical
constructions made of crude materials with primitive faces painted on them. The artists wandered
the museum for about an hour before they departed, and images of the performance appeared in
the newspaper showing fellow museum-goers watching the performance with curiosity against a
background of abstract color field painting. The performance, in a fairly transparent manner,
critiques the status of paintings in museums as dead objects. In humorously communing with
these dead objects as “actually-living” paintings, the work exemplifies the Nieuwe Wilden
emphasis on vibrant creation, motion, and speed.
After winning the Royal Painting Prize in 1982, the close working relationship between
Klashorst and Ploeg ended and they began to independently develop their respective styles.82
After this point, Ploeg’s personal style quickly grew less expressionist and more geometrically
contained. Starting around 1983–4, his paintings consisted of rudimentary or primitive faces
painted on the surface of the canvas, constructed of thin lines. He said that these faces should be
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interpreted as the face of the painting itself rather than a representation of a human face.83 While
Scholte and Klashorst veered more towards figuration in the mid-1980s, Ploeg’s work was
increasingly geometric and abstract. He cited Russian constructivist painter Paul Mansouroff as
inspiration.84
In 1985, Ploeg joined Ateliers ’63 in Haarlem (now known as De Ateliers and based in
Amsterdam), an artist-led post-graduate institution that awards resident artists a stipend and
studio space to work for one to two years. Under the tutelage of famed conceptual artist Jan
Dibbets, he continued to paint geometric, abstract face paintings as well as figures that curled
into letters such as X-Man (1984), a painting with a highly abstracted figure in the shape of an X.
By then, Ploeg considered his activities with painting as a relatively separate enterprise to his
music success with the band Blue Murder, saying, “I prefer to keep painting and music separate.
There are no songs that are inspired by paintings. At the most, I use a title from a song for a
painting. We make cover designs for our records.”85 In that year, Ploeg also won the Prix de
Rome for his painting.86
In 1987, Ploeg procured an Amiga computer, a machine that was revolutionary for its
graphics capabilities, and continued to work with computers after that point. After Ploeg’s death
in 2004, artist and filmmaker Dick Tuinder, called Ploeg the “Michelangelo of the Amiga,”
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saying, “Maarten explored the possibilities of the new instrument exhaustively. And it was
through his enthusiasm and example that Commodore, the maker of the Amiga, began to see
such good sales figures in Amsterdam in the beginning of the ’90s. Following Maarten, many
purchased this miraculous instrument.”87 The works he created on the Amiga consisted of
abstract, wavering geometric patterns, with bars of colors sliding past one another on the screen.
Speaking about this work, Ploeg said, “With the computer, I can make totally abstract images,
something that I cannot manage to do while painting. I cannot paint abstractly and I want to
understand why I cannot.”88 The geometry of this work, therefore, conforms to the geometry
programmed into the medium—pixels are precise and rectilinear by default while paint is an
amorphous, oozing material that can only be arranged in geometrical patterns through careful
application. Given this later body of work, therefore, Ploeg’s legacy lies beyond the return to
painting he helped initiate in the early ’80s.

87

“Maarten verkende de mogelijkheden van het nieuwe instrument grondig. En het was mede
door zijn enthousiasme en voorbeeld dat Commodore, de maker van de Amiga, begin Jaren
negentig in Amsterdam zulke mooie verkoopcijfers kon laten zien. Velen gingen, in navolging
van Maarten, over tot de aanschaf van dit wonderbaarlijke instrument.”
Dick Tuinder, “De Michelangelo van de Amiga,” De Groene Amsterdammer, February 28, 2004,
28, Maarten Ploeg Knipselmap 16305, Stedelijk Museum Library.
88
“Met de computer kan ik volkomen abstracte beelden maken, iets wat me niet lukt als ik
schilder. Abstract schilderen kan ik niet, en ik wil begrijpen waaróm ik het niet kan.”
“Maarten Ploeg (1958–2004): veelzijdig kunstenaar,” NRC Handelsblad, February 20, 2004,
Maarten Ploeg Knipselmap 16305, Stedelijk Museum Library.
175

IMAGE FLOW
I don’t know if a painting that you work on for a year is better than just trying
to make a hundred paintings.89
– Peter Klashorst

For the Nieuwe Wilden, two squatted art spaces gave spatial form to the chaotic
outpouring of work they were producing: Aorta and W139. In both their commercial gallery
exhibitions as well as exhibitions in these alternative spaces, the artists preferred to hang their
work in the style of the nineteenth-century academy, stacked up the wall and right next to one
another. They found it “pretentious” to hang painting one by one in a row.90 While the
mathematical constraint of Rom 87 was an outlier in the image production of this group of
painters, who were often unconcerned with neat, orderly, discrete works of art, its ambitious
overproduction of imagery was typical, and the piece happened to be showing at W139 in
August of 1982, at the same time as the inaugural exhibition at Aorta, Beeldstroom (Image
Flow). While the space of Aorta was somewhat more polished than W139, both were
characterized by a desire to create opportunities for young artists who were often struggling to
find venues to show their work.

Aorta
In the late ’70s and early ’80s, artist Peter Giele was living in the Handelsblad squat, an
enormous complex of interconnected properties close to the Royal Palace and Dam Square that
had formerly been the headquarters of the Algemeen Handelsblad and then the NRC Handelsblad
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newspapers.91 The first space that Giele set up there was a small workspace/gallery called Amok
(as in “running amok”).92 As detailed in chapter 1, Giele and his collaborators at the Handelsblad
squat had a penchant for provocation, and his opening day performance for the gallery was no
exception. On Feburary 8, 1980, Giele planned to posed nude in the street-facing window of the
gallery, offering “free life drawing” to the public [Fig.56]. The performance, which was intended
to last two hours, from noon until 2pm, was cut off after only half an hour by the police.93 As a
key member of one of the largest squats in the city, Giele was more connected to the squatters’
movement than some of the other Nieuwe Wilden artists. After the Vondelstraat squatters’ riots,
in March of that year, Amok organized a photographic exhibition of the events of the riots.94 By
1982, however, Giele was ready to launch a larger, more ambition space—Aorta.
In that year, William Lindhout, a tutor at the Rietveld, approached Giele and one of his
students, Aldert Mantje, about using the space to construct and show a large-scale artwork.
Inspired by this request to transform the squat into a larger art exhibition space, Giele began
renovating the space with the help of eight of Lindhout’s students; it was finished three months
later.95 The huge, cavernous space was called Aorta, as it was at the very heart of the city of
Amsterdam, and the inaugural exhibition, in July and August of 1982, was titled Beeldstroom—
“Image Flow” [Fig.57]. The poster for the exhibition [Fig.58] shows the space as the beating
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heart in the center of the map of the city with main arterial roads branching out in all directions
from it. The idea of this beating heart pumping out images—an arterial stream of images—was
very much in line with the working methods of the Nieuwe Wilden, who were producing
imagery with little care to neatly packaged formulas or even to its preservation or preciousness.
Installation images from Beeldstroom show posters and paintings hanging en masse along
the support beams on the ceiling as well as covering the walls of the atrium space [Fig.59,
Fig.60]. Sculptures, performances, and videos were ongoing, and the exhibition changed
throughout the summer. As artist Pjotr Müller described it, “Our point of departure is [always]
different, so you can see an artwork grow here. Every ten days, the exhibition changes.”96 Aorta,
as the beating heart at the center of the city, was, in this way, pumping life into not only painting
but other media as well. For artists showing at Aorta, what was at stake was more than just
output, it was having their work seen. At that time, the availability of the BKR meant that artists
were earning money through selling their work to the government. The government, however,
was accumulating vast warehouses of this work that never saw the light of day. Therefore, artists
felt the need to establish their own spaces where their work could be shown, if not to a wider
public, then at least to their friends in the community.
The task of clearing the space in the NRC-Handelsblad building was an enormous
undertaking, as the building had never been cleaned up after it stopped being used as a printing
facility for the newspaper. According to Harald Vlugt, “Everyone was mobilized to deal with
that building because it was a gigantic job: the concrete floor had to be poured, machines
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dismantled, in some spaces there was still a decimeter of ink, we had to build movable podiums.
It was worked on for months. Eighty percent of all Amsterdam galleries were full of ugly
etchings by Anton Heyboer and commercial prints by Corneille. Only the gallery of Helen van
der Meij had an international outlook. For a young artist, it was almost impossible to land in a
gallery. So there was an enormous need for our own artist’s place.”97 According to artist Walter
Carpay, Aorta provided a much-needed counterpoint to the focus on conceptual art of the 1970s,
saying, “Aorta, where hundreds of people were involved, is, of course, always a better breeding
place for talent than the dead, academic hinterland of the seventies, where everyone was only
busy trying to top Jan Dibbets.”98
Apart from building exhibition spaces, Giele was also a painter and a performance artist
who used his body as a medium in a variety of works he performed at Aorta. For the opening of
Beeldstroom, he performed a work titled The Artist Dreaming of His Own Reality, where he slept
on a suspending door dangling across the central atrium [Fig.61]. For the closing evening of the
show on September 18, 1982, Giele performed once again, doing a cleaning ritual with his body
smeared with paint, while suspended on a slim raised platform, high along the wall, again above
the central atrium [Fig.62, Fig.63]. In another performance by Giele at the space on January 29,
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1983, he pedaled a bicycle for three and half hours while suspended from the ceiling with a sign
saying “De Hoop” [“The Hope”] dangling in front of his face.99
Giele would later pour his energy into the iconic Amsterdam club RoXY. Even in the
early ’80s, he had an entrepreneurial impulse that sometimes struck his colleagues in the scene as
a betrayal of the anti-establishment attitudes they held. One of the first acts that Giele initiated,
along with William Lindhout and Aldert Mantje, shortly before the opening of Aorta, was the
establishment of the Aorta Foundation on March 15, 1982, which made it possible for the
initiative to seek government subsidies to fund its exhibitions. This was “something that W139
and V2 despised because you don’t want to be eating out of the palm of an enemy’s hand.”100
W139, for its part, claimed not to have received a cent of subsidies. The line that organizations
like W139 drew, however, was relatively arbitrary in that many of the artists of the scene were
already receiving individual subsidies for their work from the BKR or, in the case of Klashorst
and Ploeg, already earning money from showing in commercial galleries. According to Marli
Luyten, briefly interviewed while hard at work in Aorta, “For us, this gallery is an island. We all
think anarchically, to just name something, and we hate rules, organizations, though you can’t
get around it. Not here either. Yeah, most of us have the BKR or have unemployment benefits. It
is a luxury island. But we are not sitting around, cashing in, we don’t do that. We give a lot back
for it.”101
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The ethos of Aorta, more so than other spaces, was entirely open-ended. There was no
dominant ideology, art theory, or agenda beyond providing a place where all work, including
music, dance, and theater, was welcome. Unlike V2_, for example, there was little curatorial
discussion among the organizers over which artists would be included or excluded in the
program. Although V2_ would often collaborate with Aorta, there were certain rivalries and
differences in outlook between the two squatter spaces. For instance, the artists of V2_ thought
they were taking their work far more seriously than those of Aorta.102 They also felt, according to
Bart Domburg, that Aorta was trying to be too neat and professional in its presentation. Domburg
says:
Those of us from V2 in Den Bosch were invited to take part in Beeldstroom, the opening
exhibition of Aorta in June 1982. We had already been busy for a year [with V2] and
always discussed what we thought would be interesting to show. ‘Beeldstroom’ was
pretty disappointing despite the energy and the number of different things there were to
see. I thought it was very non-committal. And when I saw that certain artists were
vacuuming before the opening, I totally got it. [I thought that] Aorta [should not be] a
gallery or museum where the presentation is more important than the work itself! [If] you
are, with all of them, busy creating a free place, in order to show that it can be different,
with a different energy, from the ideas and vision of the artist, then, I think you shouldn’t
be vacuuming. I was a co-organizer of V2, a really intensely political art center […] We
had an exhibition, bands and performances every weekend […] I thought Aorta was
relatively calm and stuffy. We also had real discussion in V2 whether we really had to
show PKP, the circle of Peter Klashorst and the Ploeg brothers. We actually found it to be
bourgeois art, CoBrA-like shit, old-fashioned. But we did it anyway. They made
television, painted, played in bands. All things considered, we thought it was really good

hier niet. Ja, de meesten van ons zitten in de BKR of in een uitkering. Het is een luxe-eiland.
Maar we zouden ook de hele dag in een stoel kunnen zitten en ons geld opstrijken, dat doen we
niet. We geven er veel voor terug.” “Een eiland van anarchie: Galerie Aorta in het oude
Handelsbladgebouw,” 9.
102
Bosma, “WEG met de steriele kultuurkathedralen! WEG met het ambtelijk kutkunstbeleid! op
straat is onze strijd. de ESKAGEE leeft met u mee!,” 146.
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to show it all.103
Despite these rivalries and differences of opinion, however, there continued to be a strong
connection between artists working in the numerous alternative art spaces around the country.
Ultimately, Aorta provided an open-ended platform—a space in the cracks or the margins
of the city—at a time when many struggled to find venues to show their work. Asked to describe
his vision for Aorta at the time, Giele said, “We want a revolution in art-making. What I mean is
to cultivate another mentality towards your work. That you, as an artist, think more of the totality
rather than sit in a corner. In this building, anyone can show whatever style or concept. […] We
have our own little school here and we learn from each other. […] There is no strict organization
or agreed-up ideology. It is altogether still early days and we would actually like to keep it that
way. Art must dare to be temporary. Yes, Aorta is also temporary.”104 Aorta was, thus, a
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“Wij van kunstcentrum V2 uit Den Bosch waren uitgenodigd om mee te doen aan
‘Beeldstroom’, de openingstentoonstelling van Aorta in juni 1982. Wij waren toen al een jaar
bezig en overlegden altijd met elkaar wat we interessant vonden om te laten zien. ‘Beeldstroom’
was een redelijke teleurstelling, ondanks de energie en de hoeveelheid verschillende dingen die
te zien waren. Het was heel vrijblijvend, vond ik. En toen ik zag dat bepaalde kunstenaars vlak
voor de opening nog eens gingen stofzuigen, had ik het helemaal gehad. Aorta was toch geen
galerie of museum, waar de presentatie belangrijker is dan het werk zelf! Je bent met zijn allen
bezig een vrijplaats te creëren, te laten zien dat het anders kan, met een andere energie, vanuit de
ideeën en visie van de kunstenaar, en dan ga je volgens mij niet stofzuigen. Ik was medeorganisator bij V2, een redelijk heavy politiek kunstcentrum. […] We hadden elk weekend
tentoonstellingen, bands en performances. […] Aorta was tamelijk bedaard en truttig vond ik.
We hadden ook echt discussies in V2 of we P.K.P., de cercle [sic] van Peter Klashorst en de
broertjes Ploeg, wel moesten laten zien. Eigenlijk vonden we dat burgerlijke kunst, Cobraachtige shit, oubollig. Toch hebben we het gedaan. Ze maakten televisie, schilderen, speelden in
bands. Dat alles bij elkaar vonden we wel goed om te laten zien.” Heyink and Tilroe, Peter L.M.
Giele, 43.
104
“Wij willen een revolutie in het kunstmaken. Nou ja, ik bedoel een andere mentaliteit kweken
tegenover je werk. Dat je als kunstenaar meer vanuit een totaal denkt en niet in zo’n hokje zit. In
dit gebouw kan iedereen exposeren ongeacht stijl of opvatting. […] We hebben hier ons eigen
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quintessential temporary autonomous zone. As it turned out, the space ended up lasting for four
years. It closed in June 1988, at which point Giele went on to found RoXY and pursue other
ventures. Discussing the design of squatted spaces, artist Willem de Ridder has asserted that
many squatted spaces, including Aorta, could be considered works of art. Giele himself came to
see the building of Aorta—and later RoXY—as an extension of his own artwork, even though
some of the artists involved in Aorta would have preferred that Giele spend the money he had for
the space on the works shown within the building rather than the building itself.105 Nevertheless,
as artist Aldert Mantje, puts it, “Aorta was an artwork, the model for RoXY.”106 Although
squatted spaces were acquired with no stake on legal ownership of the premises, there was an
enormous desire to invest in the renovation and aesthetic renewal of these vacant structures, and
Giele was one of the great builders of the era.

W139
Not far from Aorta, on the other side of Dam Square, a group of artists from the Rietveld
academy— Guus van der Werf, Marianne Kronenberg, Martha Crijns, Reinout Weydom, and Ad
de Jong—started another alternative art space, W139 (short for Warmoesstraat 139). In the
spring and summer of 1979, the group spent time touring Europe, trying to get their work shown

schooltje, leren veel van elkaar. […] Er is hier geen strakke organisatie of eensluidende
ideologie. Het is allemaal nog erg pril en eigenlijk willen we het wel zo houden. Kunst moet
tijdelijk durven zijn, niet alleen voor de geschiedenis. Ja hoor, Aorta is ook tijdelijk.” “Aorta
Beeldstroom: De Enige Stijl Is Een Dynamische.”
105
Marina de Vries, “Wat is er nou lekkerder om te scheppen, om een beetje god te zijn,” in
Peter L.M. Giele: verzamelde werken, ed. Harry Heyink and Anna Tilroe (Amsterdam: Aksant,
2003), 171.
106
“Aorta was een kunstwerk, de opmaat voor RoXY.” Heyink and Tilroe, Peter L.M. Giele, 36.
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in galleries and museums outside Holland. Since they had little luck in the endeavor, they
decided that it would, perhaps, be better to focus their efforts on showing their work in their own
city, and, in October of that year, they squatted the space on Warmoesstraat, a former theater
adjacent to the Red Light District. 107 Although they began using the space to exhibit their own
work in 1980, there was no formalized exhibition program until January of 1982. According to
De Jong:
The space in the Warmoesstraat was used as storage for the Bijenkorf [a high-end Dutch
department store on the Dam Square], that was almost bankrupt at that time. We got the
key from the manager, actually we got it ‘with permission’ and squatted the whole block.
That made an impression. The political power of the squatters was very strong in those
times. It wasn’t much in the beginning. It was not even pretending to have a gallery. We
cleaned the lobby, hung the work up, and sat behind a table from twelve in the afternoon
until ten at night with a heater nearby and that was it. We didn’t make any invitations,
you called some people and then they came along. And we hung a note up saying, ‘Come
in.’ Then the neighborhood children, people living in the neighborhood, and people who
happened to pass by from the Red Light District came in to see. We also did not call it an
artist’s initiative in the beginning. It was also not an extension of the studio, that came
later. Only when we got the backroom did the idea arise: you can paint and build things
here. Only after the first large group exhibition in January 1981 did it get on a roll. That
exhibition was called ‘30 Man Art’ and a large group of people came down for that. For
the first time, a sort of consciousness of the artist arose. The feeling that you were free to
show the things that you wanted to show.108
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Gijs Frieling, “Desire and Relevance: Curating for the Many at W139,” Manifesta Journal,
no. 10 (2010 2009): 29.
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“De ruimte in de Warmoesstraat werd gebruikt als opslag van de Bijenkorf, die op dat
moment bijna failliet was. Van de beheerder kregen we de sleutel, eigenlijk trokken we er ‘met
toestemming’ in en kraakten het hele blok. Dat maakte indruk. De politieke macht van krakers
was heel groot destijds. In het begin stelde het niks voor. Het was niet een galerietje spelen. We
maakten de voorzaal schoon, hingen het werk op, gingen van ’s middags twaalf tot ’s avonds tien
uur achter een tafel zitten met een kachel erbij en dat was het. We maakten geen uitnodigingen,
je belde wat mensen en die kwamen dan langs. En we hingen een briefje op met ‘kom erin’. Dan
kwamen er wat buurtkinderen, buurtbewoners en toevallige passanten van de hoerenbuurt kijken.
We noemden het in het begin ook geen kunstenaarsinitiatief, het was ook geen verlengstuk van
het atelier, dat kwam allemaal later pas. Pas toen we de achterzaal erbij trokken ontstond het
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Like Aorta, the space provided artists with a free and autonomous space to show their work. As
De Jong’s description shows, W139 was, at least initially, more inward-looking than Aorta.
Shortly after Aorta opened, Giele bragged that fifty people a day would show up to his space,
while galleries could only expect about three.109 W139, on the other hand, took several years
before it evolved into a fully public exhibition venue.
Although Aorta was as huge and spectacular as W139 was small and subdued, both were
nevertheless instrumental in showing the full range of work produced by the Nieuwe Wilden
artists. Like Aorta, W139 saw itself as a place where artists could critique one another and learn
from each other, a satellite school of their own making. De Jong says, “At W139 your friends
came to look. That was our goal. We wanted to show the work to each other and were ruthless,
diehard in our critique. Nothing was good, we shamelessly broke each other down. I was, for
example, in what Peter Klashorst called ‘the worst band in Amsterdam’ at the time […] The
critique of each other’s work was very fruitful. It gave an energetic impulse to continue working,
to develop yourself.”110 Like Aorta, W139 became a space where the image flow—the messy
excess of production—could find expression.

idee: je kunt hier schilderen en dingen gaan bouwen. Pas bij de eerste grote groepstentoonstelling
in januari 1981 is het gaan rollen. ’30 Man Kunst’ heette die tentoonstelling en daar kwam een
grote groep mensen op af. Voor het eerst onstond [sic] een soort bewustzijn van de kunstenaar.
Het gevoel dat je vrij was om de dingen te laten zien die je wilden laten zien.” Heyink and
Tilroe, Peter L.M. Giele, 10.
109
“Een eiland van anarchie: Galerie Aorta in het oude Handelsbladgebouw,” 9.
110
“Bij W139 kwamen je vrienden kijken. Dat was ons doel. We wilden het werk aan elkaar
laten zien en waren meedogenloos, keihard in onze kritiek. Niets was goed, we kamden elkaar
ongegeneerd af. Ik zat bijvoorbeeld in wat Peter Klashorst destijds ‘de slechtste band van
Amsterdam’ noemde (Gulf Pressure Ais). […] De kritiek op elkaars werk was heel vruchtbaar.
Het gaf een energieke aandrang om door te werken, jezelf te ontwikkelen.” Heyink and Tilroe,
Peter L.M. Giele, 44.
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One of the first exhibitions at W139, in January 1981, Container Art by Anno van der
Heide [Fig.64], addressed both the flow of image production as well as the attendant government
accumulation of artwork. Critical of the BKR and the careless way the government was treating
the work it was collecting through the regulation, Van der Heide said, “The work that was
bought went to the government, where it was meanwhile in large part stored. First in warehouses,
later in containers, where especially a lot of graphic art molded and disappeared for good.”111
She goes on to point out that, via the BKR, the government was able to cheaply acquire museumquality work and that many well-known artists from the latter half of the twentieth century
including Karel Appel, Jan Dibbets, and Constant made use of the BKR at some point in their
career.112 For the exhibition, Van der Heide acquired a large dumpster [Fig.65], which was filled
with her drawings and paintings. In addition to the dumpster installation, the artist included
drawings, comics, and large abstract paintings [Fig.66]. Like the work in Beeldstroom and the
output of the Nieuwe Wilden, the exhibition was characterized by excess. The excess, in this
case, came with the message that the government was not adequately respecting the artwork it
collected via the BKR.
The work in the exhibition responded not only to the government’s art policy but also to
the increasing tensions around squatting in the city. One painting Van der Heide showed is
interesting not only for its commentary on squatter evictions but also for its involvement of the
viewer. It depicts the figure of a lone squatter facing off against a row of cartoonishly-rendered
riot police, with a circular hole cut out in the surface of the painting where the squatter’s head
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Anno van der Heide, “W139 - Container Art,” accessed October 24, 2017,
http://w139.nl/en/article/17404/container-art/.
112
Heide.
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should be. Like a seaside or carnival attraction, viewers are invited to stand behind the painting
and put their heads through, becoming comically implicated in the scene [Fig.67].113 Rather than
a typical “wish you were here” vacation text along the bottom of the painting, the text reads,
“Holland über alles,” echoing German fascism. This work, like others of the period, portrays a
dark subject—the militarism of the police force—in a light-hearted and irreverent way. While it
would be classified, in the broadest sense, as a painting, this work is also, in a way, a platform
for (albeit, limited) viewer participation. As such, it becomes a series of nested occupations.
Aside from playing a part in the revival of painting during the era, which is already a form of
squatting or occupation, this work is also literally occupied by the viewer. The role that the
viewer occupies in the tableau is the role they have already played upon entering the gallery,
which is itself a squat. The occupation of the gallery space is then reflected back within the scene
of the painting as part of the broader occupation of the city around it.
After an initial period of sporadic shows, including Van der Heide’s, W139 began putting
on regular exhibitions in January 1982, beginning with 30 Man Kunst, a group show that
included work by thirty artists including Peter Giele, Rob Scholte, and Sandra Derks.114 During
the run of the exhibition, the exterior of the gallery space was decorated with a mash of sloppily
applied graffiti and paint with the word “tentoonstelling” (exhibition) scrawled on the façade of
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Heide.
The full roster of artists who participated in the show were: Peter Giele, Marijke ter Bee,
Martha Crijns, Harmen Dijkstra, Walter Carpay, Guus van de Werf, Marianne Kroonenberg,
Bart Wils, Jan Verburg, Lies Gronheid, Rob Scholte, Sandra Derks, Merkjan Oosterhof, Koen de
Keyzer, Maarten van Loon, Bas Oudt, Reinout Weydom, Tom Santfort, Ans van Campen, Harm
Wallast, Mark [last name not listed], Ronald Heiloo, Ad van der Zee, Joep van de Bijl, Paula
Witkamp, Alfred Banze, Bernhard Ingversen, Eric Holbein [possibly referring to Erik Hobijn],
and Ad de Jong “W139 - 30 Man Kunst,” accessed October 24, 2017,
http://w139.nl/en/article/21658/30-man-kunst/.
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the front of the building [Fig.68]. The interior installation [Fig.69, Fig.70] shows a space filled to
the brim with a chaotic mix of sculpture, painting, drawing, and a video work on a monitor
[Fig.71]. Judging by the photos, W139 was left in a raw state for its exhibitions, with unpainted
walls and debris on the ground that melded contiguously with the sculptures and installations in
the space.
While W139 still exists as an exhibition space today, it has gone through a number of
permutations in the last four decades. In an attempt to survive the changing structure of arts
funding in the mid-’80s, they put in their first government funding application around 1985.
Shortly thereafter, they began paying rent on the space they were occupying.115 While the
rallying cries of the day were autonomy and solidarity, the government funding that propped up
the young art scene was a constant source of tension.
Aorta and W139 were by no means the first alternative art spaces to pop up in
Amsterdam. In the 1970s, several independent spaces, such as the In-Out Center116 and De Appel
Arts Centre, were set up to create opportunities for artists to show print work, performance, and
video. Many of the artists who had been involved in those spaces, such as Marroquin, were
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Frieling, “Desire and Relevance: Curating for the Many at W139,” 30–31.
The In-Out Center was an alternative art space that was active from 1972 to 1974, started by a
group of international artists including Michel Cardena, Ulises Carrión, Hreinn Fridfinnsson,
Kristján Gudmundsson, Sigurdur Gudmundson, Hetty Huisman, Raúl Marroquin, Pieter Laurens
Mol, and Gerrit Jan de Rook. They were instrumental in promoting multimedia and conceptual
art to Amsterdam, including video, performance, book making, and sound art. De Appel was
founded shortly after the In-Out Center closed and continued to promote dematerialized forms of
art, working with many of the artists who had been involved with In-Out. See Tijmen van
Grootheest and Frank Lubbers, eds., Amsterdam 60/80: twintig jaar beeldende kunst
(Amsterdam: Museum Fodor, 1982), 92; Sebastián Lopéz, ed., A Short History of Dutch Video
Art (Amsterdam: Gate Foundation, 2005), 15; Christophe Cherix, In & Out of Amsterdam, ed.
Jennifer Liese (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2009); De Appel, “In-Out Center”
(December 15, 2016), https://deappel.nl/en/exhibitions/in-out-center.
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active in Amsterdam in the early ’80s alongside the younger generation of squatter-artists.
Although those in Marroquin’s circle, which included artists like David Garcia and Annie
Wright, were initially unimpressed by the macho hijinks of the Nieuwe Wilden, in a small art
scene like Amsterdam’s, they often came into contact with each other. Despite a fair amount of
mutual animus between the two groups, both benefited from the same system of alternative
spaces and funding during the time.117 Indeed, many of non-Dutch artists were in Amsterdam in
the first place due to the presence of generous subsidies, funding, and educational stipends
offered.

LAND OF MILK AND SUBSIDIES
On March 10, 1966, Provo activists made the front pages of international newspapers for
setting off smoke bombs during the wedding procession of then-Princess Beatrix. Within a few
years, the antics of the Provos, combined with the societal changes they pushed through, had
made Amsterdam an unlikely international hippie hotspot. By the time John Lennon and Yoko
Ono famously decided to promote world peace by spending their 1969 honeymoon in bed at the
Hilton Hotel in Amsterdam, the city was well-established as an international countercultural
mecca. Amsterdam’s reputation for open sexuality and marijuana/drug-use attracted a growing
international crowd of both tourists and transplants. Meanwhile, artists, including many openly
gay artists, were attracted to the atmosphere of tolerance that was fostered in the wake of the
Provo movement.
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Marroquin, interview.
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A decade after Lennon and Ono spent their honeymoon in Amsterdam, another couple—
David Garcia and Annie Wright, two young English artists—decided to come to Amsterdam
during their honeymoon and ended up making the city their new home. Wright, through her
involvement with the feminist publication Spare Rib, had some connections to artists there, and
the couple, short on money, got in touch with them to see if they could find somewhere to stay
during their trip. Video artist Nan Hoover, herself a transplant from the US, was delighted that
the couple were on their honeymoon and invited them to stay with her. She introduced them to
Raúl Marroquin, who, in turn, urged them to apply to the Jan van Eyck Academy. After studying
at the Van Eyck, they made Amsterdam their base.118
By the early ’80s, therefore, Amsterdam was already a very cosmopolitan city, having
attracted a vibrant mix of artists and countercultural types over the course of the previous decade.
When asked why international artists were attracted to the city, Garcia answers that they came
“for many reasons, including money.” He explains:
…at that time, you know, it was the land of milk and subsidies. And, also, it was a very
different—you can’t imagine a more different political climate—because people from
outside the Netherlands were welcomed with open arms. And, actually, if I’m honest, it
was almost like international people were fetishized. And I think the Dutch people could
be forgiven for getting resentful that maybe they were not getting the same degree of
attention, and if you were somebody from outside Holland, you were by default more
interesting […] of course, for us foreigners it made it very interesting. And England, you
know, Margaret Thatcher had just come in and it was a tough environment to be an artist
there. And it was—wow—what’s not to like? It’s a complete no-brainer. And then we
had all these friends and contacts, so we could segue into a scene here and then become
part of it.119
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Garcia, interview by Amanda Wasielewski.
Garcia, interview by Amanda Wasielewski.
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While many of the artists in the art scene of the early 1970s and ’80s were not Dutch, they
nevertheless participated in a scene that was flush with state subsidies and money for artists and
projects, courtesy of Dutch funding bodies as well as state subsidies for artists. This access to
arts funding for international artists often started with postgraduate institutions like the Jan van
Eyck Academy.120
In this dissertation, I have categorized the work I discuss, including the work of
immigrant artists, as Dutch, given that it was the scene in the Netherlands that fostered the kind
of work they did rather than attachments to their respective countries of origin. Art historian
Sebastian Lopéz similarly categorizes the international video artists he discusses as “Dutch,”
although many of them were born in countries other than the Netherlands. He writes, “[…] they
are sometimes called international, at other times, Dutch, and more recently, migrant. […] If we
explicitly call it Dutch, it is to question, by contrast, the current situation in the Netherlands, and
by extension in Europe, in which the national is negotiated between the colonial past, migration,
the broadcast of constructed identities, and segregation.”121 Indeed, much of the work of these
artists, regardless of their national origin, sexual orientation, or gender, eschewed identity
politics and instead focused on consumer culture and a globalized media landscape. The Dutch
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In the first decade of the twenty-first century, the other two of the big three two-year
residencies in the Netherlands that attracted international artists were the Rijksakademie which
began to transition from a traditional nineteenth-century beaux-arts academy to a residency
program in the mid-1980s, and De Ateliers (formerly Ateliers ’63), which was born in Haarlem
as an artist-led workspace, the result of dissatisfaction with the traditional arts academies in the
Netherlands. Subsequent cuts to arts funding put these institutions in crisis in the early 2010s,
though they have managed to find ways via private donors and other financial arrangements to
keep a semblance of their international profile.
121
Lopéz, A Short History of Dutch Video Art, 9–10.
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scene was a place to explore universals rather than specific identities, despite (or, perhaps, due
to) the international character of the scene.
Even though the scene attracted a relatively large number of international figures, it was
still extremely locally-oriented. Although it was the capital city of the Netherlands, Amsterdam
still felt like a small community, particularly in the early 1980s. According to Michiel van den
Bergh, one of the founders of Mazzo, “Everybody, who is now in our age, came to Mazzo.
Everybody.” Both Van den Bergh and Maja van den Broecke, who worked the door at Mazzo,
insisted that, since there were no other options in 1980–82, an entire generation met in Mazzo.122
Discussing his role in the Ultra music scene, painter Rob Scholte says:
When people discuss my historical position or what I’ve done with my art and my music,
I always say, we are pre-internet. What ULTRA is, is a pre-internet movement; and that
is very, very important. So as a characteristic, it has something local, it has something
small, it has something that is not spreading like wildfire because it couldn’t spread like
wildfire, because you had to invite people by mail. In 1980s we had the first fax machine;
ten years later we had the first email. But we are 1978, 1979, 1980. I mean we printed
posters, and put them up in the city […] it is pure, it is local, it is limited, it is human in a
sense that it is just there if you’re there, and nothing else. […] And the same with my art
career, because my art career is before the internet even though in a way my art is about
the internet, about reproduction about copyright and so on.123
While the international figures entered the scene from the outside, they quickly became part of a
small local community that rarely reached an audience outside of the Netherlands. While a few
artists in the Dutch scene attempted to break into galleries in other countries, the majority was
content to produce work within the Netherlands, where government funding provided a level of
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Bergh and Broecke, interview.
Scholte, Digging Up Dutch Undergrounds - An Interview with Rob Scholte - artist - and of
The Young Lions and Suspect.
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comfort for artists that was largely unmatched in other countries that were turning toward the
neoliberal economic policies of Reagan and Thatcher.

On the Dole
The normalization of being on unemployment benefits was an important facet of culture
in the arts in the early 1980s. According to Michiel van den Bergh, “At that moment in time, it
was still good if you had an uitkering [unemployment benefits]. If you were on the dole, no one
cared. You were modern, you were hip. It has totally changed in the culture now. Now, you're a
loser if you're on the dole.”124 Not only did the prevalence of unemployment benefits provide for
the material needs of the art scene’s denizens but it also created an atmosphere of collaboration
and non-competitiveness. Hardly anyone at the time was overly interested in commercial gains.
Maarten Ploeg says, “We did everything; there was no commercial idea behind it. We made
music, set up a pirate TV station. Money played no role, the unemployment benefits were high.
The movement that we set in motion, that was important.”125 According to curator Sjarel Ex,
“For a long time… at that time, I thought we were not in competition with each other. The artists
weren’t either.”126 He goes on to say that that, by 1985, that lack of competition and
collaborative spirit had dissipated. Sandra Derks also places the turning point around 1984 or
1985, saying, “What I think happened [in ’84] is that all those movements were very quickly
incorporated into all sorts of other movements. So, you also get a turnaround in the whole
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Bergh and Broecke, interview.
“We deden van alles, een commercieel idee zat er niet achter. Muziek maken, een
piratenzender opzetten. Geld speelde geen rol, de uitkeringen waren hoog. De beweging die we
in gang zetten, dat was belangrijk.” Vuijsje, King Klashorst, 65.
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“Ik heb in die tijd heel lang gedacht dat we in die tijd niet met elkaar in competitie waren.
Kunstenaars ook niet.” Ex and Derks, interview.
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thinking. […] You get the yuppie coming up in that time, ’85, ’86. So, everything went. The
punk went out and the slick suit came in. And it was an enormously quick turnaround.”127 The
change in funding structures, commercial dynamics and the housing market undoubtedly affected
the level of collaboration that artists had in the latter part of the 1980s.
Geert Lovink, founder of the squatter newspaper Bluf! and pioneering new media
theorist, lived on unemployment benefits for nine years. He said, “There were no jobs anyway.
There were no jobs in the Netherlands. So it was really a very dark period. It was a period of
mass unemployment.”128 While the unemployment was real, there was also no incentive to get
off unemployment benefits, which according to Lovink were easy enough to maintain if one
knew how to navigate the bureaucracy. Indeed, many in the squatters’ movement and the
alternative culture scene became experts in legal means of gaining government funding. As
pirate TV pioneer Menno Grootveld puts it, “We had a universal basic income. That’s what I
always say.”129 The small amount of unemployment benefit money that young people received,
therefore, helped facilitate a whole range of creative activities.

Beeldende Kunstenaars Regeling
Apart from unemployment benefits, which artists and squatters took full advantage of in
the 1970s and ’80s, artists of the time also benefited, as mentioned, from the Beeldende
Kunstenaars Regeling (BKR). This government regulation subsidized artists via purchase of
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“Wat er denk ik gebeurde is is dat al die bewegingen heel snel weer werden geïncorporeerd in
allerlei andere bewegingen. Dus, je krijgt ook een omslag in het hele denken. Je krijgt de yuppie,
die komt op in die tijd ’85 of ’86 dus alles ging. De punk ging eruit en het strakke pak ging aan.
En er was een enorm snelle omslag.” Ex and Derks.
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Geert Lovink, interview by Amanda Wasielewski, April 5, 2017.
129
Menno Grootveld, interview by Amanda Wasielewski, November 7, 2017.
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artworks by the local government of each municipality. After the Second World War, when the
Netherlands was freed from Nazi occupation, art and the work of artists were seen as important
building blocks of post-war democracy and freedom of expression. Through better access to
education, the number of artists was increasing, and many of them found that they were not
benefiting from the rising prosperity that other Dutch citizens saw during the post-war years.130
The Beroepsvereniging van Beeldende Kunstenaars (BBK) [Professional Association of Fine
Artists] was established on May 15, 1945, a mere ten days after liberation, and it lobbied for
artist subsidies and benefits, including the BKR, emphasizing the educational role and function
of art for society.131 It was founded by artists who had been active in the artists’ resistance during
the war and had been members of socialist, leftist, and anti-fascist groups prior to the war.132
Between 1949 and 1956, the ministry of social welfare—notably not the ministry of
culture—developed a subsidy package for artists that would keep them working and out of
poverty by buying artworks from them. This essentially created a social welfare benefit
specifically for artists. The BKR was fully instituted in 1956 and the program started to be
dismantled in 1984, when its budget, which was part of the Ministry of Social Affairs and
Employment (Sociale Zaken en Werkgelegenheid), was siphoned off into the Ministry of
Welfare, Health, and Culture (Welzijn, Volksgezondheid en Cultuur, WVC). By 1987, the
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transfer was complete, and the WVC had gained an additional 36 million Euros as a result.133 In
1960, there were 200 artists registered with the BKR, and, by 1983, that number had climbed to
3800. Artist and social scientist Hans Abbing argues that the presence of the BKR and other state
subsidies artificially increased the number of artists while the demand for artworks did not
increase in turn.134 He thus concludes that state subsidies are detrimental to artists and contribute
to the relative poverty of those in artistic professions in the Netherlands. Many of the artists who
participated in the BKR, however, saw it as an essential lifeline to independence from the
galleries and museums and, thus, a force for innovation in artistic production during financially
difficult times in the late 1970s and early 1980s.
In 1976, the Dutch government began to float the idea of producing a research report on
the BKR as it considered possibly restructuring the regulation; the motivation was the
exponential growth in its use during the previous decade. The push for research was then led in
1978 by the secretary for the Ministry of Social Affairs (Sociale Zaken), Louw de Graaf, and the
research was commissioned in November 1981.135 As artists across the Netherlands reported, the
BKR remained an important source of income for them in the early 1980s up until its demise.
Artist Rob Malasch says, “Everyone had the BKR. And you could always borrow money from
someone who was also in the BKR. And everyone borrowed from you, that was no problem
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because in six months you’d get your BKR again. There was always money for everything you
wanted to do.”136 As noted, the existence of alternative spaces such as Aorta and W139 in
Amsterdam, as well as spaces elsewhere in the country, is indebted to the supply of funding that
the BKR and other subsidies provided. Thus, it was perhaps a force not only in increasing the
number of people participating in the arts and creative fields but in facilitating artist-led spaces
and alternative art exhibition venues as well.
The criteria for acceptance into the BKR were largely social rather than based on artistic
quality. Each municipality was responsible for enrolling applicants and determining whether
their work qualified for the program. The policy document for the regulation states that in order
to qualify, the artist had to be a Dutch citizen between 25 and 64 years old; this would have, in
theory, excluded those who were still in art school. For examples, Klashorst and Ploeg did not
turn 25 until 1982 and 1983 respectively. However, the policy gave discretion to the minister or
the central committee to grant permission for artists under 25 or who were not Dutch to be
granted the provisions. The artists also had to demonstrate that they had insufficient resources
available to them and were clearly established in the profession of fine art, based on education or
professional activities. Furthermore, they had to ensure that they had done everything possible to
earn income from work in their profession or another profession where their professional
abilities were valuable. Those under 35 were compelled to demonstrate that they had done
everything possible to secure work outside of the profession of fine art. In short, these rules
established an unemployment benefit specifically for artists. Luckily for artists who applied, it
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seems that the rules outlined above were not very strictly followed.137 Amendments to the
regulations between 1971 and 1982 show a relaxation of these principles. In 1974, the
requirement to seek work outside of the artistic profession was qualified to specify that such
work should not prevent the artist from continuing their artistic work, and the age requirements
were clarified to reassert that exceptions could be made, as per the provisions.138
One question that arises out of the history of BKR is what effect the regulation had on the
mediums chosen by the artists who participated in the program and their artistic output. It is clear
from the research that painters and graphic artists made up the overwhelming majority of the
artists in the program.139 According to a report commissioned by the government and published
in 1983, “The terms that govern the acceptance of fine artists [into the program] are difficult.
[…] In particular, with regard to practitioners of modern disciplines of fine art, the wording [of
the regulation] is one of both yes and no.”140 As is true in the commercial art market, unique and
compact works rather than multimedia or installation works seemed to have been more readily
collected by the municipality. The report comes to the following conclusion: “Of all the fine
artists, the practitioners of the classic disciplines distinguish themselves the most of the three
[versus modern and craft/applied disciplines]. This could be an effect of the BKR: the
professional practice of fine art that is most fitting (concentrated work) is made possible via this
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regulation and, through the selection criteria of the regulation, transfers to the practice of classic
disciplines. […] Nevertheless, practitioners of craft, modern and applied disciplines make sure
that, with all the problems, and with less support from the BKR, they maintain a level of
professionalism […]”141 The conclusion was, therefore, that although support for non-traditional
mediums was somewhat more difficult, it was not excluded or impossible.
The 1974 amendments to the guidelines for the regulation also made clear that work other
than paintings, drawings, graphics, and sculptures would qualify as fine art, including work
where “elements of light and movement play a role.”142 The committee for the BKR felt it
necessary to issue a memo in February 1982 that clarifies how to handle photographic or
reproducible work with regard to valuation.143 Another problematic clause in the regulation was
that artworks should be purchased, when possible, without “damaging the free market,” which
was difficult to measure, especially within the small art market of the Netherlands.144 There is no
evidence that this particular criterion was given much weight by the municipalities, though
critics of the BKR would later raise the issue of its effect on the art market as justification for
reconfiguration of the funding.
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As the previous sections of this chapter have shown, the BKR factored heavily in
supporting the alternative art and culture scene in the Netherlands, although it was certainly
controversial in the late ’70s and early ’80s, as Anno van der Heide’s Container Art and the
Kunstkollektiv Dubio’s manifesto demonstrate. Critics of the BKR argued that the artwork was
merely accumulating unseen in warehouses and was not sufficiently recognized and valued.
When the BKR was instituted in the 1950s, many of the artworks that were collected were hung
in public buildings around the country, but, as the number of artworks and artists increased,
works collected in the 1980s were often sent straight to storage.145 While the budget for the BKR
increased from 0.6 million Euros to almost 2.8 million Euros in 1982, it did not, judging by the
reactions of the artists who participated in it, provide enough for the maintenance and
preservation of their work.146 Beginning in 1992, the government sought to offload warehouses
full of art. Of the 220,000 works collected, 93,000 were deemed not museum quality or
appropriate for other venues. The government decided to return the leftover works to the artists
or their relatives, but few of the artists responded to the call to collect their works and around
50,000 of the works, many of them on paper, remained. Although slated to be thrown away, they
were in the end given to an art-lending foundation in Amsterdam in 1997.147
The impression among artists, particularly the few that were more commercially
successful, was that the BKR and subsidies were making artists lazy, although this assertion does
not seem to be borne out by the sheer volume of art activities and artworks created during that
time. People were equally ambivalent about subsidies for music. In 1985, Rogier van der Ploeg,
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who was a member of the band Blue Murder along with his brother Maarten, said, “Subsidies
make people lazy. You see that at youth centers too. If they are in a good financial place,
sometimes they don’t make any more posters to announce a performance.”148 Jan Worst, another
painter in the Nieuwe Wilden circle, was on the BKR for six years. Only after the demise of the
BKR did he have his first gallery exhibition in 1985.149 The BKR, therefore, was always a
counter-balance for a relatively weak private gallery sector, but it is unclear whether that
weakness was, in part, an effect of the BKR and system of government subsidies or whether it
was determined by other economic and social factors. As artist Rik Lina points out, “You did not
have to worry about fashion or the demands of gallerists. [Willem] Sandberg did not purchase
the Cobra painters, the BKR did that. The pluralism of Dutch painting is a result of the BKR.
And the Zero group, the post-Cobra, the minimalist paintings and much later the After Nature
came out of that period.”150 It would be impossible to know whether the styles that Lina
mentions would have flourished without the BKR, but it is clear that the subsidy facilitated a
wide range of artistic styles and practices during the decades of its existence.
The more commercially successful artists from the era often scorned the reliance of some
of their peers on the BKR. And, indeed, it provided unique problems. In 1997, the squat, punk,
and graffiti artist Hugo Kaagman said, “Artists are asocial. The profession has been ruined by the
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BKR.”151 The BKR fostered a highly experimental but very introverted art scene in the 1970s
and ’80s, and it could be argued that the BKR funded the work that galleries were unwilling to
show. Galleries in the early ’80s were excited that artists had returned to painting, as this work
was easier to commodify than television broadcasts, multimedia installations, or works on
delicate or disposable material, and they were, thus, mostly interested in showing and promoting
paintings. If an artist was working in multiple media—video, prints, street art, painting, etc.—
major commercial gallerists, such as Rob Jurka, would only ask them to show their paintings.
Aorta and other alternative spaces, on the other hand, were far more interested in showing the
breadth of the artistic output that was going on around them. One of the biggest criticisms of the
BKR from artists and art professionals was that the government was accumulating a mountain of
artwork that was of poor quality and unambitious.152 The conventional wisdom remains that
subsidies produce lazy, boring work from unchallenged artists. The standard by which the
artwork was accepted into the collection and thus accumulated were quite low and the ability of
the government to maintain those works was equally limited.153
Scholars and government researchers began, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, to suggest
that the government should focus more on the artistic quality of the work. Roel Pots suggested
that if government buildings do not want to show a work of art, it has no value for the
community and thus should not be accepted into the BKR program. He recommended: “There
could, in principle, be selection based on artistic and not social criteria. The work collected in
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this way could then eventually be accommodated in art-lending centers or in a state lending
system for government buildings. The work that is found to be unsuitable [for these venues]
should not be accepted. After all, it does not have a single value for the community as an artistic
product.”154 The suggestion that artwork that is not adopted as appropriate decoration for
government buildings does not have any value for the community is quite narrow in its focus; it
shifts the valuation of art to a specific use function in much the same way that the commercial
market does.
Artists at the time were split between those who disapproved of the BKR and those who
saw any change in funding as a threat to their “social gains.” The latter group argued that the
government could not possibly decide the artistic quality of work because “everyone had to
decide for themselves what art is and what it is not.”155 It is certainly true that, as the
recommendation above suggests, a narrowly defined use-valuation of artwork would severely
limit the type of artwork supported by such a government program. The issues that arose in the
relationship between government purchases and the art market, however, also presented a less
than ideal scenario for some artists, particularly those who relied on the market. According to
Pots:
On the other side, artists who supported themselves mainly through the existence of the
free market had totally different objections to the BKR. This group felt that it was unfair
that, via the BKR, amounts were paid for artwork that would not, by a long shot, be
achieved on the free market. Lower quality work was, in their eyes, thus, rewarded more

154

“Er zou principieel geselecteerd kunnen worden op artistieke en niet op sociale criteria. Het
zodoende geselecteerde werk zou dan eventueel ondergebracht kunnen worden in
kunstuitleencentra of in een landelijk uitleensysteem voor overheidsgebouwen. Het werk dat dan
niet geschikt wordt bevonden, zou ook niet moeten worden aangenomen. Het heeft voor de
gemeenschap als artistiek produkt immers geen enkele waarden.” Pots, De BKR, 73.
155
“sociale verworvenheden”; “iedereen zelf maar moest bepalen wat kunst is en wat niet”
Pots, 69.
203

[than it should be] based on improper grounds (i.e., social criteria). The objection from
this group against this course of events does not mean that they [did not want to] grant
their colleagues an acceptable income, but that, via the BKR, the purchased work drains a
not-insignificant part of the market.156
Speaking about the workings of the BKR assessment committee Rik Lina, who served on a BKR
commission for two years in the 1970s, says:
Quality was the only criterion. […] At a given moment, we had over-full, unmanageable
depots. We bought increasingly less and paid increasingly more for a painting because
someone had to live for a year on that. We sometimes gave ten thousand guilders for a
painting that a gallery would give three thousand guilders for. The ratios [between the
works and their prices] were lost. It became an indecipherable puzzle. It was not arts
policy but a social policy that dealt with artists.157
This was the crucial distinction between the BKR and subsequent merit-based public arts
funding.
The BKR provided an easy way to make a living as a practicing artist when commercial
galleries were not willing to show the work artists were producing, but it also perhaps kept artists
comfortably in the Netherlands. Dutch artists of the early 1980s were not forced to try their luck
in the international art market, and, besides Klashorst and Scholte, few of them sought out
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international recognition merely for fame or increased income. Because of this, the international
artists that were attracted to the Netherlands became important connections to the outside world
for the rather insular Dutch art scene. As individual subsidies declined, exhibitions like Talking
Back to the Media, discussed in chapter 4, and several other adjacent media festivals shifted the
focus to new media and a more international outlook.

CONCLUSION
Video is the utopia of painting: the most important elements of art are in video:
color, sound and movement. I make that which artists in the beginning of the
century already dreamed about: moving paintings.158
–Michel Cardena

After 1983, Peter Klashorst and Rob Scholte focused more on painting and the
commercial success that came along with it. Peter Giele focused more on the club and music
scene, running the iconic house music venue RoXY in the late ’80s and ’90s. Sandra Derks, as
one of the few women in the group, has continued an interdisciplinary visual art practice but
never attracted the infamy or notoriety of her “bad boy” peers. She later said, “I found that media
whore thing really over the top. The boys especially played that game. We were indeed quickly
picked up by the media.”159 In 1986, Bart Domburg said, “I always saw the gallery world as an
enemy. But I found it, however, very difficult that I frequently saw very good things in that
enemy territory. I don’t think the opposing alternative-official circuit is relevant anymore. In
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retrospect, I consider that attitude to be a sort of dogmatic self-defense.”160 By the mid- to late
1980s, however, just as the contemporary art market and gallery circuit had taken the neoexpressionist paintings of the Nieuwe Wilden fully into the fold of the art establishment, many of
these artists moved on to other media, types of work, and styles.
After 1983, the close and interconnected art scene based in squatted spaces like W139,
Aorta, and V2_, divided itself between the neo-expressionist painting acolytes (several of whom,
led by Klashorst, became the After Nature group of painters around 1986161) and those that
sought to experiment with emerging digital culture and new technology. V2_, which chose the
latter path in the mid- to late ’80s, was forced to move from their original location on December
22, 1984 to a former textile factory on Muntelstraat 23/Aawal 2a in Den Bosch.162 The
municipality, which initiated the move, helped the group find the replacement space and
provided them with 20,000 guilders for the renovation work on the building. V2_ was not,
however, provided any money for their subsequent program or activities.163 In 1984, the Dutch
government also began to implement a massive reshuffle of arts funding by dismantling the
BKR, which had, since 1956, bought artwork from Dutch artists in exchange for a state stipend.
This signified a shift in philosophy from providing artists a social benefit to support their
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livelihood to a cultural subsidy that focused more on individual quality and institutions over the
need of the artist.
The period after 1983 was also the beginning of a long decline in the squatters’
movement after the tumultuous actions of 1979–1982.164 The HAT (Huisvesting voor
Alleenstaanden en Tweepersoonshuishoudens, Housing for Single and Two-Person Households)
project group was established in 1981 as a result of squatter activism and was largely successful
in creating new housing and alleviating some of the housing need in the subsequent years by
buying and refurbishing squatted buildings for the use of young singles and couples.165 Another
tragic event that contributed to a change in the Amsterdam art scene was the sudden death of
Wies Smals, the founder of De Appel Art Centre, a ground-breaking video and performance
space in the 1970s, and Josine van Droffelaar, who co-directed the activities at the space. The
two were killed, along with their partners and Smals’s young son in a plane crash in Switzerland.
While De Appel persisted after the accident, the organization and its direction were already in
the process of changing direction and focus. De Appel continued in that altered direction after
the death of its directors—they moved away from their roots hosting one-off performance events
toward a more traditional exhibition model. Smals and Van Droffelaar were powerful forces in
the art world of Amsterdam and their deaths left a sizeable hole in avant-garde curatorial
practice.
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By 1984 or 1985, a schism occurred between those who were interested in pursuing a
more intellectual/theoretical line of work and those who maintained their anti-intellectual stance.
This divide spanned the various interconnected subgroups, from art to music to squatting itself.
In an interview, Rob Scholte references the upheaval of the early ’80s and the riots in the
squatter scene, saying, “[…] on one side there was punk but also supported by a certain group of
artists like Klashorst and Peter Giele, and on the other hand was a more intellectual grouping of
people that were more on sounds, more on classical music, more on art ideas. And that was
connected on one side, but on the other, not. I think we were all part of the riots that were taking
place and one set of people were throwing stones and the other group not. And that’s a big
division.”166 The intellectual and theoretical route would eventually turn toward computers and
emerging network technology for inspiration, but, for a few years in the early 1980s, the crosspollination of multi-media art, painting, music, and alternative living thrived in the Netherlands.
As this chapter has shown, artists in the early 1980s reacted strongly against minimalist
and conceptual artwork of the 1970s by producing a material stream of imagery in multiple
mediums at once—painting, TV, video, music, and others. Although they were inspired by the
legacy of the counterculture in the 1960s, the artists of the punk era were less idealistic,
influenced by the depressed economy and heavy youth unemployment of their era. There was
continuity between a range of different practices and mediums between 1980 and 1984 and the
art scene in the Netherlands was closely connected and locally oriented, even intergenerationally. The work of the era was characterized by the close collaboration of groups of
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artists, many of whom connected with one another through art schools around the Netherlands.
With the help of a unique system of arts funding, coupled with availability of unemployment
benefits, as well as inspiration from the squatters’ movement’s activities within the sector of
housing, a number of squatted galleries and venues emerged around the country that provided
non-commercial opportunities for young artists to exhibit work as well as perform with their
punk and post-punk bands. Although the neo-expressionism of the Nieuwe Wilden painters
would be celebrated as a return to painting, these artists fluidly moved between mediums and
helped found pioneering new media art projects during the early 1980s, which will be covered in
more depth in the following chapters.
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CHAPTER 3
CRACKING THE ETHER
The sea-rovers and corsairs of the 18th century created an ‘information
network’ that spanned the globe: primitive and devoted primarily to grim
business, the net nevertheless functioned admirably. Scattered throughout the
net were islands, remote hideouts where ships could be watered and
provisioned, booty traded for luxuries and necessities.
– Hakim Bey

In Amsterdam in the late ’70s, before the installation of the city-wide cable television
infrastructure was even halfway complete, young hackers worked to crack the system wide open.
The first cable TV pirates broadcast hardcore pornography—a choice they thought would attract
the most attention—which would appear late at night on the dead air after the channels ended
regular programming for the day. These pioneers operated within a mutable punk/anarchist
demimonde, which was loosely united by widespread unemployment and the practice of
squatting disused or vacant property.1 The krakers, the “no future” generation, were anarchists
and autonomists both by default and, to a lesser extent, political conviction and, in the late ’70s,
branched out from autonomous living to creating autonomous media in the form of newspapers
and zines as well as pirate radio stations and cable TV broadcasts. The young artists among them
were quick to realize that pirate TV had potential well beyond late-night porn. Beside the
vandalistic interruption itself or the provocative spectacle of pornography, pirate television
provided the opportunity for open-ended, free distribution of DIY content and the possibility to

Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own.
1
They were quickly joined, however, by other TV pirates who were affiliated with the “real”
underground (i.e., those involved in organized crime and drug trade). Menno Grootveld,
interview by Amanda Wasielewski, November 7, 2017; Rogier van der Ploeg, interview by
Amanda Wasielewski, November 30, 2017.
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create an ad hoc community around music videos, video art, tapes of performances, and
experimental videos. In essence, it opened a gateway to create a veritable pirate utopia.
In late 1980, artists Maarten Ploeg, his younger brother Rogier van der Ploeg, and Peter
Klashorst began investigating the possibility of setting up their own broadcast and found that the
concept at least was relatively simple: get close to one of the TV receiving dishes, point a
homemade transmitter at it after midnight when the regular broadcast finished, and create a
platform for art, free from any restrictions or oversight.2 Already part of a group that was
experimenting with making videos, making music, and making their own music videos, they
were interested in showing their own output as well as facilitating other artists’ and musicians’
work. As noted in chapter 2, Maarten Ploeg and Klashorst were students at the Rietveld
Academy and had secured video equipment from the school’s audiovisual department to play
with, mostly black and white U-matic video. They began investigating pirate television together
with Maarten’s brother Rogier, who was two years younger than Maarten and enrolled in the
Dutch Film Academy. Rogier recalls that the Rietveld was far more open-minded about the
students’ illegal broadcasting than the film school: “I had to come to the board of directors [of
the film academy] and they said, ‘If we ever notice that you ever use any of the official film
school equipment for this illegal activity, you’re out.’ I said, ‘I don’t get your stuff and I don’t
need your stuff. I have my own stuff.’ Whereas the Rietveld Academy, the art school, they were
cooperative, they gave us everything.”3

2

Maarten Ploeg (né van der Ploeg) and Peter Klashorst (né van de Klashorst) both professionally
dropped the tussenvoegsels in their names for the sake of simplicity. Rogier van der Ploeg,
Maarten’s younger brother, maintained the original formulation.
3
Ploeg, interview. Ploeg recalls, in his interview with the author, that the PKP crew quickly
purchased their own equipment: “So the first thing we did was buy a montage VHS so we could
actually make edits, and a camera and portable VHS recorder. I think we made the money by
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Being the most technically inclined member of the group, Rogier tried, at first, to teach
himself how to build a DIY transmitter by consulting radio and electronic hobbyist manuals and
magazines. He figured out that they needed to get their transmitter as close as possible to the
receiving dish, in a direct line of sight. The only limitations were finding a close enough
broadcasting location and building a working transmitter—two significant hurdles to overcome
for the young DIYers. Maarten lived on the eighth floor at Van Nijenrodeweg 466 in the
Buitenveldert neighborhood of Amsterdam at the time and, noting the presence of TV stations
not far from there in Amstelveen, the brothers went about testing their equipment.
Cable pirating was possible in Amsterdam in the late ’70s and early ’80s due to a unique
combination of progressive technological infrastructure and lax government enforcement of
broadcasting regulations. In 1975, the municipal government put a plan in motion to connect all
official residences in the city to a cable system so that individuals would no longer need aerial
antennas and could receive the ordinary Dutch channels, plus a host of foreign ones, via the
superior cable signal. Unlike the cable infrastructure in the United States, the system in
Amsterdam was completely publicly owned. The country’s flat geography and relative proximity
to its neighbors in Germany, Belgium, and the UK allowed a few centralized receiving points to
pick up three German television channels, the UK’s BBC1 and BBC2, and two Belgian channels,
which then sent out the signal to individual homes via the cable network. These channels
provided an astonishingly large array of content for a European city in the mid-1970s.

doing live concerts with our band and put everything together to buy that.” A conflicting report
from the time, however, claims that they secured money from the Ploegs’ father to purchase the
equipment (See Susanne Piët, “Televisie-piraten wapenen zich tegen invallen van
opsporingsdienst,” NRC Handelsblad, July 25, 1981, Dag edition, Maarten Ploeg Knipselmap
16305, Stedelijk Museum Library.)
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Meanwhile, the large receiving dishes located in the harbor area to the west of the city, on
top of the Okura Hotel in the south, and other locations around the city were vulnerable to
hacking. The receivers were, at that time, left active throughout the night, so that, when they no
longer received their regular broadcasts, they were still open to receive signals from elsewhere.
Another effect of the switch to cable was that Amsterdam was suddenly full of discarded aerial
transmission receivers. The would-be pirates quickly discovered that a large number of
sophisticated aerial receivers could be hacked to act as transmitters instead. These DIY
transmitters could then be pointed toward the dish and initiate a pirate broadcast.4
The Ploegs’ and Klashort’s initial broadcast, which was called Bizar-TV, was, according to
Rogier, assumed to have been a failure. It was a combined effort by two local bands: Soviet Sex
(their band) and the members of Necronomicon (Jan Willem Vaal, Ernst Vos, Bob Pieck, and
Kareltje). Although they had no way of actually checking whether the broadcast worked as there
was no cable connection installed at their transmission location, they suspected that the
equipment was not powerful enough and the location was not quite right.5 After the initial failed
broadcasts, the Ploegs and Klashorst began investigating ways to broadcast on their own. Having
reached the limits of their DIY skills, they enlisted the help of a squatter pirate radio veteran–
Vincent L.—to help tweak their equipment.6 According to Rogier, Vincent was “stoned out of
his head […] but he actually had the knowledge.”7 He had previously helped build transmitters
for some of the porn pirates as well as the radio pirates at the Vrije Keijser squatter radio station.

4

Grootveld, interview.
Ploeg, interview.
6
Within the squatter scene, many of the participants preferred to retain anonymity by not
publishing or using their full last names. Vincent L. is still afraid of repercussions from his
illegal activities and, so, requested that I not use his full name.
7
Ploeg.
5

213

With new and improved equipment, they prepared for another attempt at broadcasting at a new
location: in the attic of artist Peter Mertens’ anti-squat apartment at Van Hogendorpstraat 81 in
the Staatsliedenbuurt of Amsterdam.8 The property was selected by Vincent L. and was perfectly
situated for broadcast.9 After midnight in June 1981 they aimed their new transmitter toward the
receiving dish for Duitsland 3 (WDR, West Germany 3) located in the harbor area of
Amsterdam. Still without a cable connection, the boys phoned up a friend to see if they were
finally on air. This time, they were live.
After the first few erratic transmissions, they began broadcasting biweekly on Sunday and
Wednesday nights under the name PKP-TV for Ploeg-Klashorst-Ploeg or Pop Kunst Piraten
(Pop Art Pirates) and enlisted a crew of friends and associates to help. In August of 1981, they
dropped down to one broadcast per week on Sunday nights, as they were increasingly busy
touring with their post-punk band Soviet Sex. The typical PKP-TV broadcast was a rough and

8

Anti-squat [anti-kraak] properties, also known as property guardianship, are living quarters that
are often rented to students or low-income residents for lower rates with the condition that they
will receive no maintenance of the living space (which might be a commercial building not
normally suitable for living) and may have to move out on very short notice. This is generally
seen as a way for building owners to protect their property from being squatted and is, thus, a
practice frowned upon by squatting and housing activists.
According to Peter Mertens, the property he lived in was managed by a housing company that
kept gangs of thugs on staff to deal with squatters. He says, via email, “No I didn’t squat.
Although it sure was illegal, but in the hands of the ‘Vastgoed Management BV’. I payed [sic]
them rent, though - as I realise now - they were the enemy of the City [Amsterdam municipal
government] as well. In fact the squatters were fighting them, and not the City. They benefited
from the mess that the housing in that days was… (And I would like to add that very possible
fact that - nowadays Dutch criminal number 1 - Willem Holleeder was a member of their thug
teams).”
Rogier van der Ploeg, “PKP-TV Text,” February 9, 2018.
9
According to Rogier, PKP moved to another place two streets down in October of 1981, shortly
before they concluded broadcasting. It was the home of Tante Jopie, a drag queen and
performance artist.
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anarchic mix of clips from live music performances, tongue-in-cheek news segments, dérives
around Amsterdam with artists and musicians, and a variety of tapes that viewers had made to be
aired on the program. They kept their broadcast open to both local and visiting musicians and
artists who would pass through their studio, get air time for a live concert, or appear in their
broadcasts in impromptu interviews and segments. What sets PKP-TV apart from earlier
television art is not its use of TV itself or even its relationship to video art, but its focus on and
success in creating, from the start, a totally independent platform for viewers’ content that was
accessible to everyone within a major metropolitan area. In the process of creating the platform,
they also created an ad hoc participatory community.
Many artists in the ’60s and ’70s, such as Nam June Paik, Wolff Vostell, Dan Graham,
Bruce Naumen, Joan Jonas, Lynda Benglis, and Vito Acconci, experimented with the reflexivity
of video and television. Although artists had envisioned television as a potentially interactive
medium almost from its inception, these early experiments were usually only ever able to
simulate interactivity in the closed system (and the closed-circuit) of the studio, gallery, or
exhibition. Meanwhile, advocates of guerrilla TV in New York City like the Videofreex, Global
Village, People’s Video Theater, and the Raindance Corporation (who produced Radical
Software, a magazine that articulated the theoretical position of that community) were never able
to seize complete control of broadcast or cablecast as they envisioned. PKP-TV, on the other
hand, succeeded in creating an illegal television broadcast that was true to the vision of these
earlier TV experiments: it was democratic, participatory, and free from the mandates of
gatekeepers or authorities. For this reason, Rogier van der Ploeg and Menno Grootveld look back
on this era as, “the last free media in the West.” Van der Ploeg characterizes their broadcasts as
totally free, meaning not only that the initiative came from the grassroots but that the authorities
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had no control or oversight. They were essentially allowed to do whatever they wanted to do.10
But the cost of this freedom was criminality, and they were always careful to have someone
keeping watch at the window while they were broadcasting to make sure they were not caught by
the authorities.
PKP-TV opened a rift or a tear—a crack—in the infrastructure and created a space within
it. While they were not the first to break into the afterhours broadcast signals, they were the first
to form a pirate utopia within it. Theorist-anarchist-occultist Hakim Bey (né Peter Lamborn
Wilson) describes pirate utopias as the erstwhile “free” islands or smugglers’ coves of sea
pirates, where, he imagines, the rule of law did not exist and which may have constituted early
Temporary Autonomous Zones (TAZs).11 According to Bey, the TAZ is a nameless, hidden,
impermanent site of pure freedom within Baudrillard’s “simulation” or Debord’s “spectacle,”12
He states, “As soon as the TAZ is named (represented, mediated), it must vanish, it will vanish,
leaving behind it an empty husk, only to spring up again somewhere else, once again invisible
because undefinable in terms of the Spectacle.”13 Once it is opened, the TAZ provides an
autonomous space within the fabric of the existing order, submerged and out of sight. After a
certain amount of time, however, its effect starts to be felt by the whole, destabilizing it enough
to draw the notice of authority, which closes it down/fills in it/erases it and re-establishes rule of

10

Ploeg.
Hakim Bey, TAZ: The Temporary Autonomous Zone, Ontological Anarchy, Poetic Terrorism
(Brooklyn: Autonomedia, 2003), 95–97.
12
Bey, 99; Guy Debord, Comments on the Society of the Spectacle, trans. Malcolm Imrie
(London: Verso, 2011); Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation, trans. Sheila Faria Glaser
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2014).
13
Bey, TAZ, 99.
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law. But the forces that create TAZs are canny: they quickly mutate and open new cracks
elsewhere.
If the enemy, for Bey, is what Debord describes as the integrated spectacle of liberal
democracy, then Bey’s “poetic terrorism” and “art sabotage” are the tools he proposed to combat
it.14 The criminal element is essential to the endeavor: subversiveness or transgression is not
enough. PKP-TV was a space not only for the Ploegs’ and Klashorst’s own art and music but
also for that of their viewers, whomever they might be. The community was not defined by a
top-down ideology or program but rather by the audacity of its own appearance. It was a dark
mirror of “official” television, an upside-down punk world. At the same time, the formal
aesthetic of their programs was similar to other local cable artists in other countries, such as
Paper Tiger Television, which began slightly after PKP in 1981 on New York cable access TV.
PKP’s broadcasts were composed of roughly-hewn, hand-drawn, low-fi sets and hand-held,
reality-TV/gonzo-style videography.15 These aesthetic choices were eventually formalized on

14

Debord, Comments on the Society of the Spectacle.
The rough and DIY look of the sets was something that PKP and Paper Tiger Television
(PTTV) shared. Deedee Halleck, the founder of Paper Tiger, writes, “If there is a specific look to
the series, it is handmade: a comfortable, nontechnocratic look that says friendly and low budget.
The seams show: we often use overview wide-angle shots to give the viewers a sense of the
people who are making the show and the types of equipment we use. We often use charts and
graphics, but they are hand lettered or cut and pasted rather than created by elaborate video
effects. […] The goal is to make the shows not slick and polished but at least snappy and fast
moving. ‘Clean,’ as John Lennon said. […] This is not to say that the shows are instantaneous
slapdash affairs that are easily replicable.” Deedee Halleck, “Paper Tiger Television: Smashing
the Myths of the Information Industry Every Week on Public Access Cable,” Media, Culture &
Society 6, no. 3 (July 1, 1984): 315–16. Compared to PKP, PTTV implemented a far more
professional, studio-style of videography. The improvised and freehand video style of PKP,
therefore, has more in common with the guerrilla television of the 1960s and ’70s, such as the
Videofreex and TVTV, rather than its contemporaries on public access television in the 1980s.
The first broadcast of PPTV was on October 28, 1981, so PKP aired earlier, though neither was
15
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MTV, albeit with smoother edges. The show that PKP produced for air on September 9, 1981,
the seventeenth episode, came after the PKP crew had honed their broadcast style over the
previous six months. It provides a fully-formed example of the shape their pirate utopia took.

POP ART PIRATES
A twang of distorted guitars opens the September 9th program of PKP-TV. It is the
introduction to the band The Pop Group’s 1979 song, “Thief of Fire.” A figure—PKP and, later,
Rabotnik-TV presenter Jos Alderse Baas—is dressed in a crude paper facsimile of a tribal mask

aware of the other at the time. See also Paper Tiger TV, Herb Schiller Reads the New York Times
#1: The Steering Mechanism of the Ruling Class, 1981, https://vimeo.com/140538467.
Beyond the shooting style of Paper Tiger, its form of dissemination was also
fundamentally different to pirate TV in Amsterdam. Paper Tiger began on New York public
access cable and, despite the relative freedom allowed there, was connected to a formalized and
legal form of broadcast. They later expanded into other cities but began as a local-based public
access program. Even if the format was not completely radical, the content of Paper Tiger was
highly politically-charged, according to Deidre Boyle, who writes, “Drawing on the more radical
aspirations of guerrilla television, Paper Tiger Television invented its own funky, homegrown
video aesthetic, demonstrating that energy, talent, modest resources, and public-access cable
were enough to make revolutionary television. Initially, the show’s hosts were articulate critics
who analyzed the corporate ownership, hidden agendas, and information biases of mainstream
media.” Deirdre Boyle, Subject to Change: Guerrilla Television Revisited (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1997), 207.
Although there was no link between Paper Tiger and PKP-TV, one artist, Raúl Marroquin
was, in late 1981, establishing a link between official broadcast cable in New York and
Amsterdam. Marroquin’s project, The Link (1981), was a program simultaneously aired in both
cities that took the form of a fake newscast in which a reporter described how vampires had
taken over the city. In the lead up to airing the approximately 9 minute video clip in December of
that year, Marroquin promoted the project intensively with teasers and ads. He even claims that
he was able to show a brief guest sketch segment during an airing of Saturday Night Live.
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and a geometric cloak with PKP printed on it.16 He gyrates with arms raised like claws as the
camera jerks in and out [Fig.72]. The wall in back of him is adorned with the gothic lettering of
the PKP-TV logo [Fig.73] and, as the camera gets closer to the masked face, the viewer sees that
PKP’s lettering is also written on the surface of the mask.17 The mask itself is constructed from a
piece of decorative packaging paper, similar to the paper used to wrap food items like cheese,
with a repeating pattern of a windmill in a traditional Dutch landscape. It is a piece of trash
repurposed as useable material. The camera then zooms into Alderse Baas’s hands as he holds up
a sheet of paper to his chest. With a marker, he scrawls PKP awkwardly upside down so that the
letters are facing the camera. The paper he writes on has a crudely-cut hole like the ones on the
paper mask he is wearing—it is perhaps another discarded attempt at a mask that was
nonchalantly plucked from the floor to serve as a station identification card [Fig.74]. Every
element of the scene is unapologetically makeshift, using disposable materials in an improvised
way.
As the rhythm of the drums from “Thief of Fire” accelerate, Alderse Baas points to the
viewer and then back to the paper. By reaching out through the television toward the viewer and
then back to the station logo, he is not only implicating the viewer in the broadcast but also
bringing the viewer into complicity (or camaraderie) with the pirate outfit. This breaking of the
fourth wall, which is nothing new for either theater or television, should not be conflated with the
more self-reflexive gestures of pointing in early close-circuit video art, an example of which,

16

Alderse Baas, a recurrent figure in the punk and squatter-art scene of the early 1980s, was
associated with SKG (Stads Kunst Guerrilla), PKP, Rabotnik, De Reagering, and many of the
other art/media experiments of this time.
17
The same style of gothic font used by PKP was previously used in the graffiti scene by Ivar
Vičs (Dr. Rat) and the SKG (Stads Kunst Guerrilla) led by Erik Hobijn, who also used the font in
their graffiti and posters.
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Vito Acconci’s Centers (1971) [Fig.75], is explored by Rosalind Krauss in her essay “Video:
The Aesthetics of Narcissism.”18 Acconci’s piece consists of the artist pointing toward the
camera while watching himself in real time on a close-circuit video monitor, attempting to
maintain the pointing finger in the center of the screen during the approximately twenty-minute
video. Krauss writes, “As we look at the artist [Acconci] sighting along his outstretched arm and
forefinger towards the center of the screen we are watching, what we see is a sustained
tautology: a line of sight that begins at Acconci’s plane of vision and ends at the eyes of his
projected double. In that image of self-regard is configured a narcissism so endemic to works of
video that I find myself wanting to generalize it as the condition of the entire genre.”19
Krauss’s essay remains perhaps the most often cited argument in scholarship that address
’70s video art, if only because so many feel the need to rebut or correct what they find are
mischaracterizations contained within it. In one such essay, Anne E. Wagner argues, “For, if
Centers records the artist’s pointing at himself, he also points at the viewer. As long as he has an
audience, his gesture aims to find and fix it in its line of force.”20 Acconci’s own writing on his
work also speaks to his concern for the viewer. In his “10-point Plan for Video,” he states,
“Starting point: Where am I in relation to the viewer—above, below, to the side? Once my
position is established, the reasons for that position take shape…”21 Commenting on the gesture
of pointing specifically, he says, “The result (the TV image) turns the activity around: a pointing
away from myself, at an outside viewer—I end up widening my focus onto passing viewers (I'm
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Rosalind Krauss, “Video: The Aesthetics of Narcissism,” October 1 (1976): 50–51.
Krauss, 50.
20
Anne M. Wagner, “Performance, Video, and the Rhetoric of Presence,” October 91 (2000):
68.
21
Vito Acconci, “10-Point Plan for Video,” in Video Art: An Anthology, ed. Ira Schneider and
Beryl Korot (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1976), 8–9.
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looking straight out by looking straight in).”22 The paradigm of close-circuit television (CCTV)
in a gallery setting or elsewhere is, however, fundamentally different to the broadcast paradigm
of cable television, in whatever form it might take. Where a CCTV video is a closed loop
between camera input and screen output, the distribution model provided by cablecast is very
different. As I will explore later, cable television consists of a network of televisions connected
to a large aerial or satellite receiver and so is, essentially, a jointly-organized method for better
broadcast reception. In this way then, early video art might implicate the viewer (as the artist
implicates themself) but it is always an after-effect of a reflexive relationship of feedback
between artist, camera, and screen in the limited circuit. This setup is, therefore, not at all the
same as using a cable network to draw in a wider public.23 The broadcast public created by cable
is not part of a closed feedback loop, which might later be shown to a gallery audience on tape or
performed for a limited audience. Cable creates a more open-ended ad hoc community of
primary television receivers.
As the PKP broadcast continues, the camera zooms closer and closer in on the backlit
paper that Alderse Baas is holding, the reverse side of which is visible as another copy of the
PKP logo [Fig.76]. He throws the paper to the ground and the scene cuts to him wearing the
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Lori Zippay, Artists’ Video: An International Guide (New York: Electronic Arts Intermix,
1991), 12.
23
Yvonne Spielmann defines the concept of “reflexivity” (and “feedback”) in video in a slightly
more complex way than I use it here, arguing that this quality of video (i.e., video art, in
particular) stems from its position as a medium in between the physicality of analog film and the
immateriality of digital media. Discussing the “experimental” work of the Vusulkas, Nam June
Paik, and Gary Hill, she writes, “[…] using feedback technologies is also suited to demonstrating
the medium’s reflexivity, in the course of which the difference lies in the video image not being,
with feedback, bound to a recorded image from a camera but instead being able to arise from the
circulation of the audio and video signals without external input.” Video: The Reflexive Medium
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2008), 103.
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geometric PKP cloth from the previous scene over his nose and mouth, bandit-style. Throughout
the program, he transitions through a variety of makeshift masks and face-coverings and presents
many of the segments while seated next to a monitor with a live feed of himself. In the first such
scene, he greets the viewers and then turns to the TV next to him, peering into the regress of
images of himself [Fig.77]. Again, this could be read through the lens of Krauss’s
characterization of video as narcissistic, but I would like to suggest an alternative reading
focusing on the regress as not infinite mirror reflections of a singular figure but as a way that
video creates the effect of a mass or a crowd. The combined effect for PKP is that of a multitude
of anonymous masked figures at first doubled on screen but then exponentially repeated ad
infinitum. The program is then presented by a pirate army that is infinitely multiplied rather than
just one identifiable individual.
Contrary to the many works of 1970s video art that use and manipulate the presentation
of identity on the television screen, the endless multiplication of the figure in this context stands
in for an electronic and potentially limitless public, the telepresence of the multitude implicated
via the pointed finger. For Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, who delimit the concept of a
multitude as a force against the power of the empire of global capitalism, “The multitude is not
formed simply by throwing together and mixing nations and peoples indifferently; it is the
singular power of a new city [emphasis original] […] the movements of the multitude designate
new spaces, and its journeys establish new residences.”24 The autonomous activity of the
multitude, in the case of both squatters and pirate television, is a collective gambit toward spaces
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Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000),
395, 397. The term is developed from Negri’s prior discussion of Spinoza in Antonio Negri, The
Savage Anomaly: The Power of Spinoza’s Methaphysics and Politics, trans. Michael Hardt
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991).
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of freedom within an all-encompassing power structure, toward pirate utopias, however shortlived.
As noted above, Alderse Baas wears a variety of masks and face coverings at various
points during the broadcast. In one later segment of this episode, while reading the NAP news
(which was also the name of Alderse Baas’s DIY zine and which stands for, variously, Nieuw
Amsterdam Piraat [New Amsterdam Pirate], Nationaal Amsterdams Peil [National Amsterdam
Poll], and Nieuw Amsterdams Persbureau [New Amsterdam Press bureau]) he wears (another)
mask that covers his entire face [Fig.78].25 Looking through the slits of the mask, he seems to be
having a hard time reading from the paper in front of him, so he holds it up and traces along the
words with his finger, reading in an unsure, halting manner. The camera zooms into the paper
and then back out and then into his face in the mask. The happenstance of this incident is
incorporated unabashedly into the segment; chance and “mistakes” are embraced. The NAP
news reading is periodically interrupted by spontaneous bursts of guitar, further fracturing the
segment. The fragility on display releases the pirate broadcasters from the constricts of control,
neatness, and professionalism. The small oddities of unreadiness and spontaneity are each microacts of rebellion, saying “we don’t care, why should you?” In the next segment, Alderse Baas
wears yet another mask, this time constructed from a cutout of a fashionable woman’s face from
a magazine ad. After announcing a performance by Joy Division, he playfully sticks his tongue
through the mouth hole of the mask while the camera lingers. Again, the ludic quality is
paramount, and nothing is more than minimally planned, so nothing can be taken too seriously.
The use of masks obscures identity rather than performs it.
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Martijn Haas, SKG (Amsterdam: Lebowski Publishers, 2010), 18–19.
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According to Hakim Bey, “poetic terrorism” consists of the aesthetic activities conducted
illegally or in unauthorized spaces; they are works that do not announce themselves as art and are
encountered, perhaps, at random. It is exemplified by Dada, graffiti, pirate radio transmissions,
raves, and vandalism.26 Bey writes, “Dress up. Leave a false name. Be legendary. The best PT
[poetic terrorism] is against the law, but don’t get caught. Art as crime; crime as art.”27 The use
of masks, disguises, and symbols in this PKP broadcast aligns with Bey’s definition of poetic
terrorism. In the 1970s, a number of leftist terrorist cells in the US and Europe—the Weather
Underground, the Red Army Faction, the Symbionese Liberation Army, and others—
romanticized mayhem and deployed aesthetic devices such as makeshift flags, symbols, and
regalia to prop up their subversive and illegal activity, creating layers of spectacle, mystique, and
myth. This sort of terrorism is, in a contradictory sense, both improvised and carefully planned.
It disavows the liberal sense of orderly individuality in favor of the paradoxical individuality of
collectivist anarchism. Tiqqun, a French anarchist/autonomist collective from the early 2000s,
investigate this suspension between the individual and collective, writing: “Does one ever escape
alone from the prison of the Self? In a squat. In an orgy. In a riot. In a train or an occupied
village. We meet again. We meet again as whatever singularities. That is to say not on the basis
of a common belonging, but of a common presence.”28 Masks, in a way, help navigate this
paradox between the singular and the collective. They are just as often the tools of terrorists,
revolutionaries, and criminals as they are of actors and artists. As Bey writes: art as crime, crime
as art.
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Dada, cited by Bey as an approved method of poetic terrorism, is certainly a pertinent
antecedent for PKP-TV. The artists of Zurich Dada during the 1910s—notably Marcel Janco,
Jean Arp and Sophie Taeuber—made masks a key facet of their anarchic work. Influenced by the
geometric, abstracted masks and figures of Africa and the Pacific Islands that entered Europe as
a result of colonial expansion, they were primitivists, enticed by a belief that these objects had a
spiritual purity that the art of corrupted, “civilized” Europe, enmeshed in a senseless and
destructive war, did not. Based in neutral Switzerland during World War I, this group of exiles
created their own pirate utopia at the Cabaret Voltaire. Their retreat was part of desire to escape
into an imaginary primordial humanity, pre-linguistic and performative.
Marcel Janco’s masks, such as one from 1919 [Fig.79], were, like the PKP masks, made
out of rough materials like cardboard. They were used to transform the wearer in the act of
performance but not to perform identity itself. They facilitated not only transformation but a
descent into madness and anarchy, a loss of identity. Hugo Ball, a key member of the Zurich
Dada group, wrote, “We were all there when Janco arrived with the masks, and each one of us
put one on. The effect was strange. Not only did each mask seem to demand the appropriate
costume, it also called for a quite specific set of gestures, melodramatic and even close to
madness.”29 Similarly, this descent into madness has an antecedent in the use of masks in the
pre-Lenten carnivals of Northern Europe, where the rigid structures of medieval society could be
temporarily relaxed and dissolved in collective anonymity. Like the Dada or carnival masks, the
masks in the PKP broadcast divorce the wearer from his own individual subjectivity. The masks
transform Alderse Baas into an avatar of PKP as a collective. While the collective was more
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important than the individual players, the individual’s freedom to create superseded any
collective forms of control. According to Rogier van der Ploeg, “We felt this should be a
collective of more people and it didn’t matter if that would devalue the quality.”30
Although I use the term “avatar” in the above paragraph in a general sense, it resonates
with David Joselit’s theoretical use of the term in Feedback: Television Against Democracy,
which defines and utilizes a methodology labelled “eco-formalism” in its treatment of video and
television works from the 1950s to the ’70s. For this methodology, “image ecologies” rather than
individual artworks are analyzed as connected visual systems. Joselit sees art as catalytic, not
revolutionary (viz. modernist) nor subversive (viz. poststructuralist), and outlines three
methodological tactics for artists and art historians to “act” rather than “interpret”: feedback,
virus, and avatar.31 Summarizing the idea behind the avatar in the manifesto at the end of the
text, he states, “LOSE YOUR IDENTITY! Don’t believe that you’re a piece of property, a ‘gay
man’ or an ‘African American’ whose ‘subject position’ is the product of market research. Use
icons opportunistically, and share them with like-minded people. Make an avatar!”32 Indeed,
PKP’s use of masks and collective anonymity are a manifestation of this tactic: dissolving
identity behind an avatar.33
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The other terms used by Joselit, “feedback” and “virus,” can likewise be applied to PKP. If
feedback is the “noise” that “opens the circuits” then PKP certainly accomplishes this by
cracking the cable infrastructure and interrupting the parameters of sanctioned broadcast.
Likewise, the concept of virality applies to PKP in that the pirate broadcast inhabits the system,
perpetrating “diversification” and “distortion.” My choice to frame PKP and other concurrent
aesthetic activities discussed in this dissertation as the opening of cracks does not exclude a
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31

226

Furthermore, like the Dada artists, the PKP-TV artists had primitivist inclinations, not
only creating wearable masks but also mask-like representations of faces and figures in their
expressionist paintings. As detailed in chapter 2, Maarten Ploeg organized a performance in 1982
in which artists walked around the Stedelijk museum in Dada-like masks as “actually living
painting” [Fig.55]. The primitivist impulse for art in the first few years of the 1980s in
Amsterdam was born out of a reaction to the strictures of 1970s conceptual art as much as the
freedom and anarchy of the DIY scene. Poor and unemployed, young people built their own
homes, collected rubbish and cheap materials for their work, and operated simultaneously in
whatever activities took their fancy. They were not bound by a professional trajectory of any
kind, as opportunities were very limited. According to Rogier van der Ploeg:
Art students were people who have not necessarily set out, ‘this is going to be my job.’
They set out on exploring themselves and, if you explore yourself, then you don’t even
know if you are a painter or a sculptor— you could also be a musician. And it could also
be that you do four hours of sculpting and then eight hours of music and then maybe
four hours of painting and then maybe a little writing too. It’s people who want to
express themselves, in a way, and not by expressing themselves by talking all the time
but by doing things. And, in a way, that’s also the essence of art. I think a lot of people
ask, where does art end and where does a good job start. I think, if people are trying to
express themselves, then it is artistic. But, in a way, you see even the arts now,

this work references radical anarchist, Situationist, and poststructuralist theory to frame the
activity of kraken, utilizing, in particular, Hakim Bey’s concepts of temporary autonomous zones
and pirate utopias, I would not foreclose the possibility that this framework is contiguous with
elements of Joselit’s conceptualization. He critiques “the teleology of ‘reification’ so often
proclaimed by Frankfurt School acolytes as a state of absolute stasis” and argues for it to be
“rethought as a succession of relocations.” The idea of relocation, impermanence, and movement
is very literally built into the idea of the crack—a temporary, destabilizing force that can (a) be
filled in or (b) break its carrier material but will, also concurrently, spawn or create the
possibility of unforeseen destabilizations or cracks elsewhere. Rather than an alien, infecting
force, such as a virus, the crack is a negative or oppositional space within the system, thus the act
of cracking is both a negative, destructive act and a positive, space-creating one. See Joselit, 5,
48–50.
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sometimes these people are not expressing themselves, they have a concept and they
want to build on it.34
For PKP, who participated in the Nieuwe Wilden movement of neo-expressionist painting,
getting in touch with the expressive quality of art often meant working spontaneously in many
different formats at once. It also meant doing away with the circumscription of conceptual art
and the orderliness of minimalism.
The impulse was bigger than the art world, however. As I argue in chapter 1, squatters
were busy building a city within a city in Amsterdam, opening their own hang-outs and galleries
and creating their own media, which was something akin to starting a new civilization from
scratch, from within the fabric of the existing structure. No one was telling them not to or
curbing their activities, so what they built became an increasingly elaborate facsimile of the
“outside” world as time went on, using whatever materials they could find in their surroundings.
The youth culture scene was an “island in the net” (to use Bey’s terminology)—no future except
the one you created yourself. These pirate islands, therefore, maintained a hedonistic and postapocalyptic sense of starting over again—a wild freedom. The appearance of ritualistic
primitivism was a facet of this world-building impulse.
Despite their attempts to distance themselves from their immediate predecessors in the art
world, PKP-TV is, as noted, contiguous with 1970s video art in its exploration of the reflexivity
of the televisual medium. The work of Joan Jonas, Lynda Benglis, Vito Acconci, Dan Graham,
Peter Campus, Marina Abramovic, Douglas Davis, and many others in the 1970s dealt with the
televisually-mediated body in diverse ways that often exploited feedback loops between body,
camera, and screen. In the case of PKP-TV, this impulse does not appear as a “narcissistic
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enclosure inherent in the video-medium,” as Krauss would have it, but rather as a gambit for
autonomy within the televisual medium.35 The broadcasts of PKP operated on different levels as
they contained pre-recorded as well as live feedback loops. At the end of the broadcasts, PKPTV would sometimes switch to a live feed from inside the studio. As described in chapter 2, the
end of one of the PKP broadcasts goes live and pans around the studio to show the PKP crew
lounging around amid the various equipment, exposing the mechanics behind the scene.
According to Richard Lorber, writing on video art in 1974, “The dematerialized intimacy of the
video monitor image and the medium’s reflexive properties in live feedback systems have tended
to make video art something of a ‘final solution’ for handling all the epistemological ironies
(harking back to Duchamp) in the art of the last 10 years.”36 Apart from providing a “solution” to
the tangled discourse of twentieth-century artistic practice, however, video also presented a
wider ontological solution to the struggle of autonomous individuality against the closed system
of broadcast media.
Put another way, video was, for artists, not an opportunity to make TV but to be TV, to
enter into and participate inside the frame of television in real time, to merge with the medium
rather than interact with it from afar or tinker with it on the receiving end. In Nam June Paik’s
piece TV Bra For Living Sculpture (1969) [Fig.80], for example, Paik’s collaborator Charlotte
Moorman performs on the cello with her naked body literally enveloped or covered in
television(s). This was, in some ways, a crude attempt to overlap and embody television and a
tongue-in-cheek reversal of the political position of the viewer in relation to TV. In the words of
Gregory Battcock, “instead of ‘being on television,’ the televisions were, in fact, on Charlotte
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Moorman.”37 There was room, however, for video artists to take the idea of being television
further. Since broadcast was, at least metaphorically, a black box, it became the Holy Grail for
artists of the early 1970s. These multi-faceted artistic experiments with television outside of
pirate TV, as much as they aimed for independence, were only mere representations or riffs on
the televisual rather than television itself. They fall into roughly three categories: manipulation of
or interventions with existing hardware, pre-recorded or live video art and video art installations
in gallery or exhibition settings, and pre-recorded or live video art on network television. Paik’s
work at various points fell into all three categories. Most of the canonical video art from the
artists cited above, including Joan Jonas, falls in the second category.
Before addressing the third category—art on network television—it is worth pausing to
compare Jonas’s work, as an example of the second category listed above, to PKP. Her use of
masks and video reflexivity has some superficial similarities to the Amsterdam pirates but, in its
form of delivery and concerns, it is quite different. In Organic Honey’s Vertical Roll (1972)
[Fig.81] and Organic Honey’s Visual Telepathy (1972) [Fig.82], Jonas wears a mask of a
woman’s face and show-girl-like costumes to embody an ostentatious, hyper-sexualized female
identity. The work is not a meditation on gender alone but on mediated gender. It operates within
and points to the formal qualities and constraints of analog television via its glitches: scan lines
and rolling picture bars. Jonas gets inside the bars, merging with the image on the screen rather
than existing separately from it. Whereas television was, at first, only a means of receiving
representations of identity, video gave artists like Jonas the ability to overlap their own bodies
with these received tropes so that they could now participate in and take control of them and
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attempt to be television rather than merely receive television. This is, then, not so much a
reflection of narcissism as a desire for autonomy within the broadcast medium, a desire that
pirate TV was able to achieve on another level, stripping back the layers of close-system
artificiality.
The third category, art on network television, is a better point of comparison for PKP-TV
than the work of Acconci, Jonas, or other artists in the second category. While many artists in
Europe and the United States—including the Netherlands—were actively working with
television stations to bring artworks to the public via broadcast (a phenomenon that will be
discussed in greater detail below), the Videofreex and TVTV in the United States were interested
in producing guerrilla documentary forms of television with the goal of opening up and
democratizing the closed broadcast system of the late ’60s. US television at that time was
dominated by only three major networks, which had considerable power over the messages the
American public received.38 These politically-minded artists and theorists contributed to the
publication Radical Software in the early 1970s and hoped to speak truth to power through the
new medium of video.

GUERRILLA TELEVISION
The Videofreex came together in the summer of 1969 at the Woodstock music festival,
where David Cort, who was already an active member of the New York video underground, met
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Paul Teasdale, who was independently experimenting with video. Together with artist Mary
Curtis Ratcliff, they formed a video collective called the Videofreex in Cort and Curtis Ratcliff’s
SoHo loft.39 Louis Brill, who worked in the mailroom at CBS, had also met Cort at Woodstock
and, impressed by the work they were doing, put them in touch with Don West at the network.
Working as the assistant to the president of CBS, Frank Stanton, West secured approval to
spearhead a new kind of television show that reflected late ’60s youth culture, “The Now
Project”/Subject to Change.40 After enthusiastically viewing their Woodstock footage, West
began pumping money into the project. The Videofreex were given an RV, a large budget, and
equipment to go out and capture the counterculture throughout the United States. David Cort
recalls, “They were treating us like a rock band, that’s the model that they had of us.”41
According to Parry Teasdale, they did not particularly care whether the support of CBS left their
“ideological pedigree” less than “politically pure.”42
Unlike PKP a decade later, the Videofreex had no way to access television without
network approval and, hence, were at the mercy of CBS to broadcast their videos. When it came
time to compile a pilot episode for the network, they made their own chaotic edit of over forty
hours of footage and did not allow West to see it until the day before CBS executives were
scheduled to review it. Once West saw their cut, he immediately knew it would be unacceptable
to the executives, so he hurriedly tried to create his own edit, combining the Videofreex’s
interview with Black Panther leader Fred Hampton, who was killed by police in a raid only a few
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weeks after the interview, with footage of mourners from Hampton’s funeral. They saw this as
precisely the type of “corrupt” and “manipulative” content they were trying to avoid.43 This was
partly due to it being shot on film rather than video and partly because of the heavy “dirge
music” playing over the footage. 44 As a result, the Freex refused to show West’s tape during
their anarchic happening/viewing party for CBS executives at their loft. The event and the
footage were, as West predicted, confusing for and unappealing to the straight-laced executives
who attended. Although they parted ways with CBS before making it to air, the Videofreex
managed to take many of their tapes and the pricy video equipment with them when they left.
Prior to pirate cable hacking, artists had to either ask for permission to broadcast from the
gatekeepers of the broadcast television (including local cablecast providers), limiting the inherent
freedom of the endeavor, or create a close-circuit version of television within galleries or
performance spaces, limiting their claim to televisuality.
Obsessed with finding a way to broadcast, the Videofreex went about setting up a pirate
station. They were pushed in this endeavor by radical activist and provocateur Abbie Hoffman,
who enlisted them to figure out how to pirate TV so that he could publish details about it in his
activist manual Steal This Book (1971). Hoffman and the Freex initially dreamed of setting up a
New York City-wide mobile TV transmitter, but they soon discovered that aerial pirate TV (i.e.,
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terrestrial transmission) would not be possible in the city due to inadequate broadcasting
conditions and the limits of their technical capabilities.45 It was, however, possible in a more
rural location, and they succeeded in setting up the first pirate aerial TV station in the US in
1972, based in tiny Lanesville, New York.46 They were able to achieve this feat thanks to a
transmitter supplied by Hoffman and $40,000 of funding from the New York State Council on
the Arts. Their upstate New York residence operated as a commune and a collective. True to this
form of cooperation, they insisted on being identified or quoted in the press as a collective rather
than individuals, which was a practice shared with the collective endeavors of the late ’70s and
early ’80s in Amsterdam.47
In 1972, Michael Shamberg, author of the radical television manual Guerrilla Television
and founder of Raindance and Radical Software, started a video collective called TVTV (Top
Value TV). Members of the group included Megan Williams, Allen Rucker, Hudson Marquez,
and Tom Weinberg.48 The group’s first major activities were creating video documentary of the
Democratic and Republican National Conventions in Miami Beach, Florida in 1972.49 Deidre
Boyle, in her history of guerrilla television in the US, writes, “TVTV was not alone in seeing the
conventions as an opportunity to sell itself. […] Anyone in America with something to sell came
to Miami expecting to get a piece of the power and the money.”50 TVTV was, from the start,
more business-oriented and organized than many of the other guerrilla TV outfits. Shamberg and
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his collaborators recruited other video groups, like the Videofreex, to help them shoot, and they
negotiated with cable channels in Manhattan, Ohio, and elsewhere to fund the endeavor.
According to Boyle, “Although the cable systems provided only 25 percent of the funding, the
precedent of selling programming to cable stations was established. The agreement made with
the cable systems was that the program would be completed within two weeks of the convention;
the systems then would own a copy of the tape and could decide whether to air it.”51 TVTV was
able to secure the press credentials that were needed for the conventions, covering both the event
itself and the media presence there in a fluid format. The documentary style was more like a
“video collage,” roughly shot right in the middle of things, where they were able to move
smoothly in and out of the various groups within the conventions.52 Unlike the independent work
of the Videofreex, who were still trying to realize their dream of live, participatory television
after falling out with CBS, the Shamberg-led TVTV embraced commercial deals for their
projects, including—eventually—broadcast deals with Westinghouse. According to Boyle,
“TVTV effectively abandoned all claims of being an alternative video group when they decided
to re-edit the convention tapes for broadcast on Westinghouse television stations.”53 The
Westinghouse deal meant that the aesthetics of guerrilla television had become palatable to
broadcast TV.
Of course, in addition to the three categories of video enumerated above—manipulation
of or interventions with existing hardware, pre-recorded or live video art and video art
installations in gallery or exhibition settings, and pre-recorded or live video art on network

51

Boyle, 37.
Boyle, 39.
53
Boyle, 72.
52

235

television—there was a fourth category (which was closely related to the third): art on cable
television. Although the development of cable infrastructure began in the 1960s in the US, it was
only expanded to major metropolitan areas in the mid- to late 1970s and was thus not really used
by artists until later, by which time video camera technology had become far more banal. Early
cable television was not the space of democracy and freedom that guerrilla television activities in
the late 1960s dreamed it would be. According to Boyle, “Cable operators were not the showmen
and entrepreneurs who had started television—instead they were used car salesmen and TV
repair shop owners, businessmen with no clear vision of what cable programming could be.”54 In
fact, cable technology was developed not with the goal of allowing broader participation in
television but to facilitate larger, joint aerial reception and perhaps access to a few more
professional, commercial channels—as was the case in Amsterdam. These early cable networks
were, thus, community antenna systems that could more effectively get television to non-urban
communities shrouded by mountains or other obstructive geography. Additionally, satellite
reception was used (in place of local terrestrial reception) in cable television practically from the
moment it became widespread in the late 1970s. A diagram from 1980 [Fig.83] demonstrates the
multifaceted reception and distribution methods that satellite television allowed. Even systems
like that in Amsterdam, which still relied on terrestrial broadcast in the early 1980s, used cable as
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a broadcast distribution system.55 While laws in the United States required that local cable
networks provide community access channels, these were not closed circuits between the viewer
and the screen—like gallery-based video art– but rather a form of broadcast on a much smaller
scale (a narrowcast, so to speak).56 What is interesting about pirate television is that it disrupts
the broadcast flow. It interrupts the network at the intermediary point of group reception (i.e., the
receiving dish), and thus carves out a space in between.57
Despite a shared belief in the liberatory and democratic nature of DIY media, there are
several other elements that set PKP apart from the more optimistic and idealistic television
experiments of the late ’60s and early ’70s. For one, groups like the Videofreex and TVTV saw
themselves as the vanguard reporting the truth of the social movements of the era, on the ground,
in unadulterated form. As noted, the Videofreex severed ties with CBS before their first
broadcast on account of their unwillingness to show what they saw as old-fashioned and
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“manipulative” footage of Black Panther activist Fred Hampton’s funeral alongside their
interview with him.58 Although the handheld camera work of the Videofreex and TVTV was far
more immediate, fluid, and spontaneous than anything being shown on network television at the
time, they still aspired to a professionalism in their reportage that groups like PKP actively
eschewed. Apart from the use of anonymizing masks in their broadcast, other elements of PKPTV, such as the interruptive music, the shaky, puerile, constantly moving or zooming camera
work, and the amateur sets, all guide the viewer out of the legally sanctioned space of
professional television into their pirate utopia, their crack in the net. Gone was the desire to use
video to record the unadulterated “truth” on the ground—the stated goal of the Videofreex and
TVTV—and, in its place, was a relativistic and subjective notion of truth.
While PKP still maintains a glimmer of a connection to professional television in that it
has a presenter who introduces the clips and, later, presents the “news,” it is a twisted parody of
the format, like a children’s make-believe game. The news itself, although it is labelled national
and international, as in a serious newscast, concerns mainly the mundane going-on in their
immediate milieu. For example, one absurd “news” item during the “international” segment of
the seventeenth PKP broadcast reports that the Peugeot car belonging to the members of
PKP/Soviet Sex broke down in Germany and they need a mechanic. Though this broadcast
happens to be interspersed with clips of bands, including Joy Division, the Sex Pistols, and
Deutsch Amerikanische Freudschaft (DAF), that are all ripped from professional recordings,
PKP also made many of their own tapes at local gigs or art exhibitions (which were often not
separate events). For example, another clip from this episode shows a performance by artist Peter
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Giele from the opening of the V2_ art space in Den Bosch. Shot in the darkened space on black
and white U-matic video, the footage of Giele’s performance is relatively unclear but shows the
artist wrapped or bundled in fabric, moving along a rope on the floor of the space. For PKP, it
made no real difference where the footage came from or whether the quality was consistent
throughout; the clips varied between color, black and white, and appropriated professional
footage.
Another segment that was aired during the broadcast is also indicative of the difference in
attitude between PKP and the Videofreex or TVTV. It is a report from Waterlooplein, which was
a huge construction pit at the time, partially occupied by punks.59 The clip consists, again, of
black and white U-matic footage by a group calling themselves Vlo-TV, in collaboration with
PKP-TV. As is typical of the outside contributions to PKP-TV’s broadcasts, each group that
aired segments came up with their own collective moniker. The footage shows young children
and punks building piles of rubbish up on the site. A large tower of old TVs has been assembled
[Fig.84] and each has a number painted on (as well as one with PKP written on it). It becomes
clear that this is a kind of makeshift carnival game, as young people and children are then seen
shown throwing stones at the screens, trying to break them and, one would assume, score the
corresponding points. Once all the TVs are shattered and knocked down, the footage shows them
piled up and set on fire, the clouds of smoke billowing into the sky. This segment is reminiscent
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of the San Francisco art collective Ant Farms’s 1975 performance/film Media Burn, in which a
Cadillac car is driven into a tower of flaming television. By creating their own mass media
spectacle, Ant Farm critiqued both American post-war consumer behavior and the ways in which
consumption was promulgated by the mass media.
In the case of the Vlo-TV segment, the playful destruction on display has no clear social
or political rationale—at least nothing as overt as Media Burn— and, so, indicates a willful
childishness that the self-serious guerrilla TV crews of the early ’70s generally steered away
from. Any irreverence that appeared in counterculture videos was always focused on serious
experimentation and inquiry or “speaking truth to power” whereas PKP was focused on play and
anarchic freedom. When asked if there was something political about their broadcasts, the PKP
boys replied, “There has to be a little madness in it. It may have something to do with politics but
not in an informative or serious way.”60 They were not really concerned with challenging an
amorphous power structure per se. The powers that be, in turn, did not seem to care much about
them. In this way, the clip of the destruction of the TVs in the middle of an urban wasteland has
more in common with not only Zurich Dada but also Neo-Dada and Fluxus in the 1950s, during
which Wolff Vostell and Nam June Paik got their start with TV installations, than the guerrilla
television of the late ’60s and early ’70s.
Although PKP-TV considered itself non-commercial, their broadcasts contained a few
niche ads for local businesses in order to sustain their operations: one for Café Oer Woud (Café
Jungle), showing a point-of-view camera running through a forest [Fig.85], and another for
Kamikaze clothing, which shows men and women appearing from a hatch in the floor, modelling
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the clothes [Fig.86]. When asked if they were concerned with profiting commercially from their
broadcasts, Rogier van der Ploeg replied, “No, of course not. Commercial! Just so that there was
enough money to buy French fries! And I think there was one time we didn’t have money to eat,
so then we just went with the camera and said to the snackbar, ‘Can we eat here for free and then
we’ll film your place?’ and then we ate and we broadcast it the next evening.”61 In an article
from the time, PKP was described as “adverse to subsidies and bureaucracy,” a stance that set
them apart, as the majority of the other pirate television stations at that time in Amsterdam were
commercial entities that made money through advertising.62 The others, operating under the
names MokumTV, Einstein, TVA, CityTV, Telestad, Edison, Sinclair, Omega, etc., would
typically show films, such as porn films or westerns, that were cut through with advertisements.
PKP was more interested in creating a platform for original art, music, or performance.
Maarten Ploeg said, in 1981, “It is necessary that all kinds of people can get access to
TV, just as everyone can also start a newspaper.”63 The end of the seventeenth PKP broadcast
shows one such viewer-submitted short video from a group calling themselves the Nieuwe
Amsterdamse Film School (New Amsterdam Film School), titled De Stille. The disjointed and
amateur production is a spy-versus-spy-type narrative where a variety of fight scenes are
interspersed with cartoons illustrating the fight, containing comic-book-esque “Blams” and
“Pows.” After the approximately twenty-minute video, which ends with “to be continued,”
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Alderse Baas signs off on the broadcast with a video of the ex-Kabouter Julius Vischjager
playing Chopin on a piano.64

ARTISTS MAKE TELEVISION
As noted, PKP-TV were not the first artists to work with television in the Netherlands.65 In
the early 1960s, Dutch artist Wim T. Schippers, along with his several of his peers in the art
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world, seized on television as a novel way to disseminate art to the public. Rather than approach
the medium critically, as the guerrilla TV makers in the US had, Schippers asserted approvingly
that, via television, “I exhibit in the biggest gallery in the country.”66 Part of the disjunction in
attitude here may be due to the difference in broadcast control between Europe, where
broadcasters were government funded and more tightly controlled, and the US, where network
TV was highly commercialized and public television was underfunded and ultimately forced to
rely on corporate sponsorship.
Nevertheless, in 1962, Schippers and Willem de Ridder produced a television program
about contemporary artists called “Signalement, kunst na 1960” [Report, art since 1960]
focusing, in particular, on Pop Art, which was not well-known in the Netherlands at that time.
The program featured work by George Brecht, Stanley Brouwn, Roy Lichtenstein, Henk Peeters,
and Andy Warhol, as well as a notorious piece, Adynamic Action (1961/63) [also called
Signalement (1963), after the program that aired the work] by Schippers himself [Fig.87], which
documented him emptying a bottle of fizzy lemonade into the sea. The TV program annoyed the
general public and art aficionados alike, as it presented the artworks on the show in an irreverent,
joking manner. This penchant for the absurd led Schippers, in the 1970s, to turn away from the
art world, which did not accept him as a serious artist given his irreverent attitude. It rejected, for
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the time being, the possibility that this kind of prankster posture could be a critically viable
position. Thus, for several decades, he focused primarily on making television.67 The ludic
nature of Schippers’s work and the impulse for irreverent experimentation resonates with the
punk “hijinks” of the Nieuwe Wilden/PKP group and demonstrates that there was an established
aesthetic tradition of irreverence in Dutch art-TV, which they followed.
In 1967, Schippers, Wim van der Linden, Willem de Ridder, and Hans Verhagen produced
the short-lived Hoepla for VPRO (the Dutch liberal protestant broadcaster), a playful and
subversive program for young people at the height of the Provo era that featured nudity and
colorful language in an unprecedented way. The show only lasted for three episodes but went
down in the annals of TV history for being the first television show to feature a fully nude
woman.68 The set up was more comic than erotic: the woman, Phil Bloom, was shown casually
reading a newspaper which at first covered her body before the shot moved to reveal her naked
beneath it [Fig.88, Fig.89]. Schippers’s work for VPRO during the 1970s, like that of PKP, had a
deliberately cheeky, low-fi vibe. Not unlike PKP, Schippers’ TV shows demonstrate, according
to Jeroen Boomgaard and Bart Rutten, a “deliberate amateurism” in which the “cardboard sets,
the almost constant presence of an audience, the errors and mistakes” give the programs “the
atmosphere of domestic intimacy and presence.”69
Another key moment for Dutch artists on TV came in 1969, when German artist and video
art gallerist Gerry Schum and Dutch conceptual artist Jan Dibbets teamed up to produce
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Dibbets’s TV as a Fire Place to air after the end of WDR’s programming during the Christmas
period. As the name implies, by showing a roaring fire on the screen, the TV was transformed
into the gathering place and hearth of earlier generations. The piece was a tongue-in-cheek
reminder that flickering TV had come to replace the hearth as the center of domestic life. Schum
was an important early promoter of television and video art in the 1960s. He initiated the
Television Galley in 1968 with Ursula Wevers, a “virtual” gallery to show works on television,
and, in 1971, started Video Gallery in Düsseldorf to distribute artists’ tapes.70
Also in 1971, Dutch artists Marinus Boezem, Stanley Brouwn, Dibbets, Ger van Elk, and
Peter Struycken participated in a series titled Beeldende kunstenaars maken televisie [Fine
Artists Make Television], which aired on NOS (Dutch Broadcast Foundation). Marinus
Boezem’s work for the program, Het beademen van een beeldbuis (Breathing on a Picture Tube)
(1971) [Fig.90], shows the artist breathing onto a glass sheet in front of the camera, creating the
effect of condensation on the television screen. While the video’s interaction with the viewer and
attempts to break the fourth wall are not dissimilar to some of the American video art examples
discussed above, Boezem’s work was actually shot on 16mm film rather than video. Like
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Dibbet’s TV fireplace, it creates an awareness for the television viewer that their TV is an object
present in their homes and not just a picture window to a fantasy world.
In light of these early expositions of contemporary art on television, the Dutch public was
primed to see avant-garde and artistic experiments on television. Despite their sometimes
controversial nature, however, these earlier art broadcasts used television in relatively
conventional ways: either as an alternative method of disseminating film and video art (or
documentation of works in other mediums such as land art) or, in the more avant-garde cases, by
turning the viewer’s television into a prop serving an alternative purpose à la Dibbets’s fireplace.

PIRATE MEDIA
Just as art on television was already established in the Netherlands, pirate media was also
already something of a mainstream institution for the Dutch public at the beginning of the 1980s.
Illegal media was a revered symbol of freedom, rooted in the German occupation of the
Netherlands during World War II. Especially in Amsterdam, the material and psychological
effects of the occupation lasted for decades afterward. As detailed in chapter 1, over 100,000
Dutch Jewish citizens were killed in concentration camps during the war and, so, many of the
houses in the old Jewish quarter of the city, particularly the Nieuwmarkt, Waterlooplein,
Plantagebuurt, and Weesperplein areas, were left empty. After the war, squatters occupied many
of the houses. As already explained, the government, hoping to ease the economic hardships of
the post-war era, passed a law in 1947 that allowed these squatters to legally remain.71
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Nevertheless, the ramshackle state of these areas after the war precipitated a number of tabula
rasa urban planning initiatives in the following decades, as the government sought to modernize
the city by building new highways and metro stations. Squatters and residents vociferously
protested these changes and, in so doing, preserved portions of these historic areas from
redevelopment. These protests were noteworthy in that they also spawned the first
squatter/neighborhood pirate radio station in Amsterdam: Radio Sirene. The station was started
in 1971 to protest the proposed demolition of the Nieuwmarkt neighborhood.72
The Second World War delivered another legacy—a strong tradition of illegal alternative
media within the Dutch Resistance. Important national newspapers such as Trouw (Loyalty), Het
Parool (The Password), Vrij Nederland (Free Netherlands), and De Waarheid (The Truth) were
founded as illegal resistance papers during the 1940s and continued as successful national
newspapers in the postwar period.73 Illegal and guerrilla radio broadcasts also played an
important role for the resistance during the war years, as they did in many of the occupied
countries of Europe. In the ’60s and ’70s, illegal and alternative pirate radio stations flourished
throughout Europe—notably in the UK and Italy—and served as an important communication
channel for leftwing and anarchist movements.74
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Despite the changes to media brought about by the German occupation during World
War II, the Dutch media landscape still largely reflected the careful balancing act in Dutch
society between competing religious and political groups. Government policy was determined,
throughout much of modern Dutch history, by tolerance of this plurality. The different factions
co-existed via a system of social stratification that was labelled verzuiling (pillarization) by
Dutch sociologists after World War II, which meant that Dutch media and society were divided
into different segments including Protestants, Catholics, Liberals, and, later, Communists, and
each of these pillars maintained their own institutions and media.75 During the early days of radio
in the Netherlands in the 1920s, the Dutch debated whether a single unified national broadcast
system could protect the interests of the various pillars or whether broadcast media, like
periodicals, should be divided along pillarized lines. In 1930, regulations were passed in the
Netherlands that sided with those in favor of pillarization and stipulated that licensed
broadcasters must meet the cultural or religious needs of a particular segment of society (i.e., one
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of the pillars) and offer broad programming content that covered the cultural, educational, and
entertainment needs of the pillar it serviced.76
In the 1950s and early ’60s, Dutch television was also limited in the programming and
content it could broadcast in order to conform to pillarization. As the country and media
landscape rapidly modernized in those decades, however, Dutch cultural commentators
increasingly called for depillarization. Concurrently, illegal radio and television broadcasters
began to establish themselves in the waters off the coast of the Netherlands to avoid strict
circumscription within these pillars and, thus, due to their illegal activities at sea, were called
pirates.77 Rather than pirating material goods, they were stealing the airwaves, or the “ether.”
One of the first of these was Veronica, which was based on a ship off the coast of the
Netherlands. In 1964, TROS established itself on REM-Eiland, a World War II-era military
platform that was positioned off the coast, so that they were not subject to the land-based
broadcast rules. At the same time, illegal pirates began to establish themselves on land and
broadcast locally on empty airwaves.
As noted, due to its flat geography, Dutch viewers had long had access to television and
radio from neighboring countries—provided the weather conditions were favorable—but the
presence of tall structures in larger cities like Amsterdam could still disrupt the quality of the
terrestrial transmissions. By the late ’60s and early 1970s, the government began to look into
cable infrastructure on both the local and national level. The manner in which cable television
developed in the Netherlands (i.e., the creation of unified public infrastructure coupled with
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tolerance of community use of these networks, set up ideal conditions for local TV piracy in the
1970s).
Following the alternative media spearheaded by the Dutch Resistance in the 1940s and
the sea-based pirates of the post-war years, grassroots community cable television initiatives
appeared in Amsterdam almost as soon as the first cable networks did. In 1971, the Lokale
Omroep Bijlmermeer (LOB, Local Bijlmermeer Corporation) was set up in the newly-built
Bijlmermeer housing estate in the southeastern suburbs of Amsterdam, which paved the way for
pirates at the end of the decade. A massive high-rise housing complex built in the International
Style, the Bijlmermeer, which broke ground in 1966, was designed to house working class Dutch
families that were, at the time, living in derelict older housing stock in city center neighborhoods
like the Jordaan. Due to unforeseen rises in construction costs, however, the completed
apartments, which residents began moving into in 1968, were initially too expensive for the
Dutch lower-income families they were designed for and, thus, attracted higher income residents
or those willing to share the units, such as students and foreign workers.78 The heightened
political atmosphere of the late ’60s and early ’70s did not pass the Bijlmer by, and, on October
31, 1971, local community organizers and activists there figured out how to connect their own
DIY television studio to the centralized cable system installed in the estate [Fig.91, Fig.92,
Fig.93].79 During the subsequent decade, the area saw a rapid influx of ex-colonial subjects from
the Dutch Antilles, which had become an autonomous country within the Dutch kingdom in
1954, and Suriname, which achieved independence in 1975. The Bijlmermeer, thus, gained a
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lasting reputation as a “foreign” enclave, and the LOB became a central point of information and
organization for immigrant communities in the area.80
In the early ’70s, municipalities around the Netherlands drew up plans for cable
television and radio networks, but the most ambitious network would be in Amsterdam, where
plans were made to connect the entire city—approximately 300,000 residences—to one unified
public cable network. On September 3, 1975, the Amsterdam city council voted in favor of
initiating the project, which was forecast to take approximately five years to complete and,
eventually, provide at least twelve channels from the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany, and the
UK.81 The network, Kabeltelevisie Amsterdam (KTA), was publicly owned and controlled until
1995, when it was sold to private interests.82 During the gradual installation of the system, the
city council mandated that all outdoor aerial antennas be removed in areas connected to the cable
network. The new system cost residents 8.50 guilders per month, and many complained that they
were given no choice other than to pay the fee if they wanted TV access.83 By May 1979, half of
Amsterdam—around 150,000 residences—were on the network.84
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As the system expanded, pirates began exploiting it. In summer of 1978, it was
announced that improvements to the antennas would be made so that users could get better
quality English and Belgian channels.85 The first documented episode of piracy on KTA was
during a test of the British BBC2 channel in December 1978. The broadcast was interrupted
between ten and eleven o’clock in the evening by a hardcore pornographic video. Officials in
charge of KTA speculated that the pirate signal came from Amsterdam-West, where PKP-TV
would later operate, as the affected antenna was in that part of town.86 A few weeks after the
incident, the newspaper De Telegraaf published an interview with a young man claiming
responsibility, described as a “skinny eighteen-year-old.”87 He details how he and a group of six
guys between eighteen and twenty years old were active pirate radio hobbyists before they turned
their attention to television hacking. They choose to broadcast pornography, he says, because of
the extra attention it would attract and the conversation it would start. During the short interview,
he explains that while some boys get their kicks playing with fireworks, they were getting theirs
from the danger of illegal pirate broadcasting.
In the years that followed, more groups joined the ranks of pirate TV, finding it safer—
and less controversial—to broadcast after the normal programming of the day rather than
interrupting the scheduled programming. Most of them began to show commercials during the
programming to fund their operations. The different pirate groups were self-organizing, meeting
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up occasionally to discuss who would have the late-night slots on various channels and solve any
disputes among them. According to Menno Grootveld:
This is one of the most important and interesting aspects of the whole era because
everybody thinks that, as soon as you leave things like this out in the open, it becomes a
Wild West situation. You know, everybody’s going to kill each other and they will fight
and whatnot. That didn’t happen. What happened was that there were maybe not regular,
but there were meetings of all the different pirate stations. […] These were usually quite
friendly and cooperative. […] it’s interesting because most of the other stations were all
commercial pirates and some were linked to the underground. The real underground—
the mafia. They were really heavy guys, not very nice people usually, but, in these
meetings, they were very friendly and cooperative towards us, even if we were from a
totally different planet. They didn’t care.88
The early years of pirate broadcast on KTA were, thus, an anarchist success story, where despite
lack of government oversight, all the pirate stations lived in cooperative harmony. The
increasingly provocative content on pirate television, however, coupled with a period of unrest in
the city of Amsterdam in 1982, soon brought the Wild West era to a close.

RABOTNIK AND DE REAGERING
Prior to the opening of Mazzo on the Rozengracht on June 6, 1980, the only dance clubs
in Amsterdam (due to restrictive liquor licensing laws) were underground gay and “student”
clubs at Leidseplein, the old Provo and counterculture stomping ground. According to Menno
Grootveld, everyone in the underground art and music scene got together at clubs like COC and
Dansen bij Jansen in the late 1970s. He surmises that he first came into contact with people
involved in PKP, namely Jos Alderse Baas, at Dansen bij Jansen. He explains:
My surname is Grootveld and Grootveld is, of course the name of one of the people from
Provo [Robert Jasper Grootveld], and, I mean, as far as I know, I’m not related to him,
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but everybody thought I was. So I went there and there was this guy hanging around there
all the time and he would always greet me like, ‘Hey, Grootveld! Good that you are
there.’ And I always thought, okay, but why? […] And he was actually, he was involved
with PKP. He was the anchor man of PKP. So after a while he asked me, don’t you want
to come and play along?89
And so, Grootveld was soon put to work shooting concert videos, drawn in by the creative,
anarchic energy of PKP.
By November 1981, the Ploegs and Klashorst were growing too busy with other activities
and decided to pass their pirate television operation over to Grootveld and anyone else who
wanted to continue the broadcasts.90 For a short while they continued operating under the PKP
name but soon decided that a new name would be more appropriate, since the Ploegs and
Klashorst were no longer actively working with them and the PKP name consisted, after all, of
their initials. Grootveld, unable to think of a suitable name, began asking friends in the bars and
clubs around town if they had any suggestions. Someone suggested Rabotnik and, after some
time thinking about it and taking informal polls of his friends, the name grew on him. Grootveld
says, “And nobody knew what it meant, that was the funny thing […] it sounded nice.”91 The
name, in fact, is Russian for worker [работник], which gave it a fashionable sense of irony in the
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waning years of the Cold War.92 The broadcasts that appeared under the name Rabotnik started
in February 1982 [Fig.94].
Although initially similar in format to PKP, Rabotnik was somewhat more conventional
in its reports and less anarchic in its presentation. Simultaneously, though, Rabotnik often edited
shows together in a more narratively abstract way than PKP had, queuing up seemingly disparate
clips in quick succession. The broadcasts were still hosted by Alderse Baas but placed somewhat
less emphasis on viewer-submitted content and more emphasis on politically-oriented reporting
and video/music collages. One episode, from May 30, 1982, begins with a long segment of a
man in a cowboy hat [Fig.95] driving a car around Amsterdam with “Rabotnik Oil” written on
the side of the vehicle, passing housing estates and industrial areas while the theme song from
the TV show Dallas plays. Stock-footage-like clips are collaged in between: a deer grazing in a
field while “Spanish Dance” from Swan Lake plays, a nun reading, people on the street, images
of World War II, clips from nature shows, a French guillotine, and a grave yard. The chaotic
“behind-the-scenes” aesthetic of PKP-TV remains as, in this episode, a young woman reporting
from the street ends her introduction with the cameras still roll, asking someone off camera,
“More? Keeping going?”
During the short time that Rabotnik was on pirate cable television, they devoted a large
part of their coverage to De Reagering, a performance-art-cum-political-party in Amsterdam at
the time, and its boisterous figurehead the toy-pistol-swinging poet Mike von Bibikov [Fig.96].
De Reagering was formed, initially as a kind of intellectual exercise, in June 1981 by Don
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Bierman—a former history student, freelance journalist, and photographer active in WestAmsterdam (which was synonymous with the squatters’ movement at that time)—and his friends
Frank Oorthuys and Rein Jansma. The name, which Oorthuys came up with, was a pun on the
Dutch words for government (regering) and react (reageren).93 They were soon joined by others
in the punk, squatter, and art scene, including Bibikov, Hildo Krop, Nick Oosterbaan, Peter
Giele, and Peter Klashorst. Ivar Vičs, aka graffiti artist Dr. Rat, came along for the first few
meetings before his death from an overdose on June 21, 1981.94 Their political stance could be
summed up by Bibikov’s pronouncement: “We have agreed that we do not agree and we have
decided not to decide.”95 Taking the exercise further than many of the others initially anticipated,
Bierman registered the party in late 1981 for the Amsterdam municipal elections the following
June, and, so, a large part of the early coverage of Rabotnik was devoted to De Reagering,
Bibikov, and their absurdist campaign. Jansma describes their activities as “a sort of endless
theater piece, the theater piece of De Reagering.”96 In the Rabotnik episode from the end of May,
which aired just immediately prior to the elections on June 2, 1982, the majority of the program
is devoted to Bibikov’s speeches, De Reagering campaigning, and interviewing other parties’
politicians at a local outdoor event ahead of the election. The broadcast ends with a slogan from
De Reagering: “Kiezen op elkaar”—a pun on “clenched teeth” (kiezen means molars but is also
the verb for voting/choosing).
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Led by the charismatic former advertising sloganeer, Bibikov, De Reagering had no
shortage of pithy, provocative taglines for the posters they produced. “Don’t vote, choose
yourself,” declares one poster, depicting a line of Dutch riot police [Fig.97].97 Their shields have
been replaced by a row of symbols, a white circle inside a black square, that Dutch voters use to
fill in their choice on the ballot form, equating the vote itself with the State violence of a
militarized police force. Another poster bears the unofficial motto of De Reagering, “Get The
Hague out of the Netherlands, beginning with Amsterdam” [Fig.98] accompanied by a doubled
image of Mike von Bibikov dressed in his typical black leather trench coat and fedora, pointing
his toy pistol at the camera.98 In this slogan, The Hague, the seat of the Dutch government, is the
embodiment of the parliamentary and bureaucratic apparatus of the state, the authority of which
De Reagering reject.
A year earlier, not long after Bierman and his group had begun playfully constructing
their political party, they showed up on June 4, 1981 at the opening of the first official cabinet
meeting at the Palace on the Dam wearing suits and posing for pictures. They declared that De
Reagering had “no interests, no standpoints, and did not have a single responsibility.”99
Meanwhile, Bierman was aware of Bibikov as a charismatic, eccentric member of the scene. A
baby-boomer originally from Rotterdam, who came of age during the Provo time, Bibikov had
worked in advertising for many years, writing slogans while trying—and failing—to gain
recognition as a poet in the ’60s and ’70s. During this time, Bibikov moved to Amsterdam and
was taken in by both the counterculture and drug scene, becoming an off-and-on heroin user. By
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the late ’70s and early ’80s, Bibikov was living off unemployment benefits and DJing
occasionally on the radio. A tall, lanky man with a long, thin face, he cut a striking figure and
was most often seen stalking around Amsterdam’s alternative scene waving a toy pistol and
shouting long-winded, high-pitched rants in a comically harsh style, accentuated by his thick
Rotterdam accent. It was a performance that parodied the excesses of a dictator’s speech and had
the power to shock even the blasé regulars of the punk and squatter scene.100 Taken in by these
charismatic performances, Bierman began talking to Bibikov about De Reagering while hanging
out at Peter Giele’s Shafthuis Royal, a meeting place in the squatted NRC-Handelsblad building
complex.
Bibikov reacted enthusiastically to Bierman’s ideas and quickly placed himself at the
center of the party. According to writer Martijn Haas, “For him [Bibikov] and for a growing
group of people that agreed with him, De Reagering was primarily a ludic action, mindful of its
own Blitzkrieg-performances that—apart from bringing a plastic pistol and studying a few
readymades—required little to no preparation.”101 Unlike his Reagering compatriots, who were
all at least a decade younger than him, Bibikov had lived through Provo and, therefore, the
heyday of Robert Jasper Grootveld’s performances at the Spui. Like Grootveld, Bibikov’s
background and interest in advertising entered into his performances. Although he came from the
same generation as Grootveld, he found fame in in the center of the youth culture of the
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generation after him, which was more taken with Dadaistic absurdities, ennui, and heroin than
mysticism and marijuana. He produced a variety of catchy slogans for De Reagering and
elevated the intellectual exercise of the group, much to some of the participants’ chagrin, to a
level of absurdity that they had not envisioned in their first few meetings, where they discussed
classic political theory like Rousseau’s Social Contract. He honed his look, appearing with a
fedora, a long, black leather SS-style trench coat, a toy pistol, and a megaphone, performing
marathon public rants [Fig.99].
In an attempt to live up to their ideals of self-government and “agreeing to not agree,” the
party meetings quickly splintered into a variety of factions and were sometimes hijacked by
unwelcome groups like skinheads. The one thing they could agree on was that they did not care
to formulate a “realistic” political agenda, as the more pragmatically-minded members of the
squatters’ movement such as Tycho Hillenius, would have them do.102 It should be noted that
some of the members of the party, including Bierman, really did seem to want to succeed in
getting elected to the municipal government, despite their irreverence. Bibikov also seemed to at
times truly desire political success, if only to maintain his position in the spotlight. Despite the
conflicting desires of participants, however, the absurd form of the party and its nihilistic
sloganeering could never really be taken as anything more than needling provocation. They, at
times, urged voters not to vote at all and, at other times, urged their followers to help the party
build a world government with Bibikov as leader of the United States, the Soviet Union, and the
Vatican. “Bibikov for President” was a typical absurdist slogan used.
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In their rejection of a practical or realistic political agenda and focus on the aesthetic and
performative aspect of the undertaking, De Reagering was wildly popular with the artists of
Amsterdam. In addition to being heavily featured on PKP and Rabotnik cable television
broadcasts [Fig.100], Bibikov and De Reagering worked closely with Peter Giele from his base,
the NRC-Handelsblad building. They also held events held at W139, where they connected with
artists like Ad de Jong and Rob Scholte, and Bibikov became a frequent substitute-frontman at
Soviet Sex performances [Fig.101].103 Bart Domburg, one of the founders of V2_, was also an
active participant in De Reagering. In late January 1982, Domburg and his V2_ colleagues
invited Bibikov to come rabble-rouse at their exhibition-turned-occupation at Nijmegen
University, where they hung banners declaring “This is a coup” and “University occupied.”104
Artists were put to work making posters and placards for the party’s demonstrations throughout
the spring of 1982 in the run-up to the election, often operating out of the NRC-Handelsblad
building. For the local elections in Amsterdam, each political party must register a list of
candidates and, so, De Reagering went about collecting the names of local artists to fill out their
list, including Klashorst, Giele, Scholte, and De Jong.105
During its short run, Bibikov was not only a subject of Rabotnik’s broadcasts but was
essentially a part of the editorial team, often orating during the program with his pistol or
megaphone in hand [Fig.102 and Fig.103]. The ethos of Rabotnik and De Reagering were
closely aligned: both sought to provoke the established order but had little interest in leaving the
confines of their pirate utopias, the city within a city that the artist and squatter community had
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carved out. They were both forms of irritation and disruption, never serious attempts to join
either the legal media or the national government. According to Menno Grootveld, “We wanted
access to the media, but we also wanted freedom of the media. So, not politely doing what was
allowed, that didn’t interest us. We wanted to be able to watch our own television in our own
space. To stand somewhere you are not allowed to and do something irritating.”106 While PKP
and Rabotnik carved out a pirate utopia in the space of cable television broadcast, De Reagering
tried to do the same thing in the realm of local politics.
So insular was their community at that point in time, that many among them truly
believed they could secure over half the votes of Amsterdam (or at least one of the forty-five
seats on the council). In the end, they earned only 1,258 votes and no seat on the council (the
majority, by way of comparison, went to the Dutch labor party, the PvdA, with 99,000 votes and
17 seats).107 It is easy to imagine that, in a close-knit youth culture scene that was permeated by
De Reagering material, some of the young people began to feel as though their scene was the
whole world, the whole of Amsterdam. But, like the pirate cable television of PKP, theirs was
the underside or the reverse of the city at large and their party, De Reagering, was a dark mirror
image of a typical political party, replacing conviction with irony and idealism with cynical
ennui.
As a political movement, it was a pessimistic and organizationally-confused endeavor,
but, as an aesthetic performance, it represented the right-wing authoritarian id of government per
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se: power hungry and ego-centric at its core, consisting of pistol-waving and spitting rants. It was
centered around an angry and erratic foreign invader (i.e., a Rotterdammer in Amsterdam), who
was both dangerous and child-like with his toy pistol and his Nazi-esque overcoat. The slogans
they used either did not make sense in the context (i.e., “Bibikov for President”) or actively
discouraged electoral participation in representative government (i.e., “Govern yourself”).108
Despite its philosophical starting point in discussions of Rousseau, the party quickly became a
distillation of 1980s postmodernist/relativistic thinking as well as part of the first wave of
assaults on Enlightenment ideals and liberal democracy. Given the emphasis on aesthetics above
practical politics, the artists involved in the party were relatively sanguine about the outcome of
the election. Commenting on the disappointment of a few young fans who came into the party
headquarters in tears after the election, Bart Domburg said, “I was also grumpy about it, but the
feeling wasn’t so deep. What we had created together had been, in my eyes, a beautiful
performance. Tomorrow was another day.”109
The success of De Reagering, the artists seemed to realize, was that it opened up another
crack, another temporary autonomous zone to destabilize a different part of the system. Its
impact as a brief political movement, however, was not negligible, particularly since this
“beautiful performance” took the form of a real political party, no different in legal standing
from any other on the ballot. Perhaps some of the high-flung ambition behind De Reagering
came from the precedent set by the Provos/Kabouters, who had successfully entered local
politics as a youth protest party just over a decade before. While the Provos are often
remembered for the ludic actions they performed in the 1960s, they also managed to win one seat
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on the Amsterdam city council in 1966. Shortly thereafter, the Kabouters, the splinter political
wing of the group, turned Provo’s ideas into an actionable, concrete political platform, and won a
total of five seats on the city council in 1970. Unlike De Reagering, however, both Provo and the
Kabouters took their political ideas and activism quite seriously. However provocative their
protests, they still participated in the earnest idealism of the Provo era. The layers of irony and
cynicism found in De Reagering may have been alien to the youth movements of the ’60s, but
they were right at home in the 1980s.
It is useful at this point to comment on Francis Fukuyama’s polemic argument that the
fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 ushered in the so-called “End of History.” While this theory has
been thoroughly critiqued in the intervening years, not least in light of the changed political
landscape after the September 11th terrorist attacks, it is worth revisiting it, if only to perhaps
add a wrinkle to Fukuyama’s thesis.110 It would seem that Fukuyama was dealing with only half
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the story in the “End of History.” He saw the demise of the Soviet Union as the triumph of
western liberal democracy, but, with a view from thirty years on, it seems that both were
crumbling during this time (obviously, one crumbled with far more spectacle and fanfare).111

which what is called deconstruction developed—and one can understand nothing of this period
of deconstruction, notably in France, unless one takes this historical entanglement into account.”
Even Fukuyama himself was compelled to re-address his central thesis after 9/11 with the
rather absurdly titled piece, “Has history started again?” He writes, “It is my view that this
hypothesis remains correct, despite the events since September 11: modernity, as represented by
the United States and other developed democracies, will remain the dominant force in world
politics, and the institutions embodying the West’s underlying principles of freedom and equality
will continue to spread around the world.” The post-9/11 group of critics, as Fukuyama’s rebuttal
suggests, focus on how the conflicts of the 2000s work against the optimistic vision of peace,
prosperity, and democracy that Fukuyama envisioned in the early ’90s. Of course, there could be
a third category added to the critics of Fukuyama: the post-Trump and Brexit critiques (see the
following note).
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Liberal democracy and Communism are not opposing ideologies so as much as opposing sides of
modern, Enlightenment thinking.112 Both sides of the Cold War participated in the package of
values and ideals handed down through the Enlightenment, despite western capitalists’ attempts
to steal the crown of Enlightenment thinking, and both began to crumble philosophically and
politically in the 1980s.
As noted, the damage done to liberal democracy during the denouement of the Soviet
bloc was not apparent until many years after the fall of the Berlin Wall– a slow burn that
potentially diminishes the idea that the erosion of communism and western liberal democracy
were simultaneous. But the seeds for the demise of objective truths and empirical realities were,
of course, already planted in the late ’70s and ’80s via the spread of poststructuralism,
postmodern philosophy, and post-colonialism (as well as a host of other identity-focused critical
positions). These theoretical perspectives provided a long overdue critique of western hegemony
in knowledge production, exposing, to varying degrees, the subjectivity of historical “truths” and
the dominance of the West in telling those stories.113 In the process of deconstructing these truths
and rejecting western-centric teleologies and metanarratives, however, political theory was still
insulated by ideals salvaged from Enlightenment philosophy such as individualism, liberty,
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human rights, and equality. This hybrid tactic, which was not a complete rejection of
Enlightenment ideals, functioned fairly well in the ensuing years and still provides a useful
model for critique, but it did not stop a vociferous debate in the mid-1990s—dubbed the Science
Wars—from brewing.
The debate around Fukuyama often crosses over with these Science Wars, a clear sign
that Enlightenment thinking as a whole was under attack in the wake of Communism’s
collapse.114 This debate pitted defenders of scientific Empiricism such as Carl Sagan, Paul R.
Gross and Norman Levitt, and Alan Sokel and Jean Bricmont, as well as traditional Marxists like
Terry Eagleton, against continental philosophy and the new postmodern left.115 In a bid to reveal
the hypocrisy of anti-universalism within postmodern thought, Eagleton points to the hybrid
situation I have outlined above, where postmodern theory maintains a connection to
Enlightenment ideals. He says, “The idea of human emancipation is part of the progeny of
Enlightenment, and those radical postmodernists who mobilize it are inevitably in debt to their
antagonists. In a similar way, the Enlightenment itself inherited concepts of universal justice and
equality from Judaeo-Christian tradition.”116 Meanwhile, in their harshly-worded polemic, Gross
and Levitt denounce identity-based critiques from the “academic left,” as naïve attacks on
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science itself: “The traditional Marxist view that what we think of as science is really ‘bourgeois’
science […] The radical feminist view that science, like every other intellectual structure of
modern society, is poisoned and corrupted by an ineradicable gender bias […] multiculturalists,
who view ‘Western’ science as inherently inaccurate and incomplete by virtue of its failure to
incorporate the full range of cultural perspectives. […] What enables them to coexist congenially
in spite of gross logical inconsistencies, is a shared sense of injury, resentment, and indignation
against modern science.”117 Clearly, the Science Wars were contiguous with the Culture Wars of
the ’80s, both elementally conservative reactions to perceived moral relativism. Likewise, Sokal
and Bricmont, two physicists, present a scathing critique of the poetic liberties (or, as they would
have it “nonsense”) taken by French postmodern theorists such as Jacques Lancan, Gilles
Deleuze, Félix Guattari, and Luce Irigaray. Prior to publishing his critique with Bricmont and as
a first salvo in his crusade against postmodern theory, Sokal duped the journal Social Text into
publishing his hoax piece titled, “Transgressing the Boundaries: Toward a Transformative
Hermeneutics of Quantum Gravity,” which was celebrated by defenders of empiricism such as
Richard Dawkins as clear proof that the emperor had no clothes.118
What these critics from the scientific community missed, it seems, is the break in
poststructuralist and postmodern theory not only with content that follows the scientific method
but also form, leading to some of the flagrant “misuses” or poetic license taken with concepts
from mathematics, biology, and physics. Striking a more consolatory tone than the writers above
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while still standing up in defense of empiricism, Carl Sagan writes, “Postmodernists have
criticized Kepler’s astronomy because it emerged out of his medieval, monotheistic religious
views; Darwin’s evolutionary biology for being motivated by a wish to perpetuate the privileged
social class from which he came, or to justify his supposed prior atheism; and so on. Some of
these claims are just. Some are not. But why does it matter what biases and emotional
predispositions scientists bring to their studies—so long as they are scrupulously honest and
other people with different proclivities check their results?”119 Arising in this period as well,
posthumanism, often closely associated with the scholarship of N. Katherine Hayles and Donna
Haraway, continues the project of dismantling Enlightenment thinking.120
I raise these issues around the End of History and the Science Wars as a (too-brief)
prelude to proposing that postmodernism, poststructuralism, or intellectual relativism in general,
which were often portrayed in the ’90s as a leftwing fancy, are positioned (like individualist
anarchism) outside a simple left-right dichotomy. Although, as mentioned, postmodern theory
may retain Enlightenment values, its purer and more radical form might dispense with them
altogether and be more properly aligned with the right wing. The twenty-first-century
manifestation of the “right-wing” side of this debate is Nick Land and Curtis Yarvin’s antidemocratic, libertarian Dark Enlightenment or Neo-Reactionary movements. In brief, these
philosophical outlooks reject most of the core Enlightenment ideals and propose either a return to
older forms of government like monarchy or rule-by-elites or some form of anarchic self-
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government. As Nick Land writes, “As the democratic virus burns through society, painstakingly
accumulated habits and attitudes of forward-thinking, prudential, human and industrial
investment, are replaced by a sterile, orgiastic consumerism, financial incontinence, and a
‘reality television’ political circus. […] Democracy consumes progress. When perceived from
the perspective of the dark enlightenment, the appropriate mode of analysis for studying the
democratic phenomenon is general parasitology.”121 An early manifestation of this postmodernist
endgame might be found in the punk anarchism of the late ’70s and early ’80s. The squatters’
movement newspaper Bluf!, recognizing a right-wing tendency in De Reagering, denounced
them as “right-wingers disguised as leftists.”122
Could Bluf!’s assessment of De Reagering be true? Was De Reagering a rightwing
movement, despite Don Bierman’s treatises on Rousseau and the hoard of leftwing artists who
rallied around the group? It is important to note that, although borrowed fascistic aesthetics were
at work in Bibikov’s manner of speaking and style of dress (and props), they were ironic and
parodic. The presence of a reviled group of real skinheads in Amsterdam at the time, who often
antagonized the artists of the city, demonstrates the disconnect between what De Reagering was
doing and the typical modus operandi of actual neo-Nazis. Martijn Haas writes that Bibikov and
De Reagering had more in common with the Futurists than with Provo in the 1960s. While this
may be true to some extent, namely with regard to nihilistically-tinged rhetoric, Futurism and its
political counterpart, Fascism, were essentially a modernist progressive123 project, no matter how

121

Nick Land, “Dark Enlightenment,” accessed February 1, 2018,
http://www.thedarkenlightenment.com/the-dark-enlightenment-by-nick-land/.
122
Qtd Haas, Bibikov for President, 156.
123
Futurists were modernist progressives in that they advocated avant-garde practices that
discarded the old order and tailored their artistic production to advance in line with modern
society and technology. Likewise, Fascism was progressive both in promotion of new technology
269

dark and provocative the poetry or how spectacular the performances. De Reagering, on the other
hand, was a typical postmodern exercise in irony, where the participants themselves were not
even entirely sure how serious they were. Their level of political commitment was nul and, in
fact, the name says it all—it was pure reaction, the idea of governing by reaction. There was
nothing concrete to statically fill in the void it carved out: it was a momentary space of aesthetic
and political freedom (as long as the politics were not fixed), a pirate utopia. In this way, it is far
more useful to think about De Reagering in terms of its aesthetics rather than its politics, as the
politics have no stable form. Despite their differences, a bridge between De Reagering and
Futurism may be found, philosophically speaking, in the writings of Friedrich Nietzsche and
Max Stirner, who set the stage for the forms of anarchism that proliferated in the early 1980s.124
In short, the seeds of right-wing relativism are there (and, evidently, also reactionary tendencies,
if only in the purest sense of the word). And they are developed, perplexingly (as they would
later be by figures like Nick Land), from leftist anarchism, as if pulled by a natural law around
the other end of the spectrum.
The PKP broadcast discussed at the beginning of this chapter shows clips of the synthpunk/industrial band Deutsch Amerikanische Freudschaft (DAF) playing their song “Der
Mussolini” (1981), which, in the style of a square dance caller or a hype man, repetitively
commands the listener to “Dance the Mussolini […] Dance the Adolf Hitler / And again the
Mussolini […] Move your butt / Clap your hands / Dance the Jesus Christ […] And dance the

and industrial development. They used scientific progress, particularly the perversion of
evolutionary biology, to justify ethnocentric positions and genocide. Of course, they were both
culturally and politically reactionary in other ways.
124
Stirner’s influence continues to grow. His work has seen a resurgence of popularity among
the so-called “alt-right” in the late 2010s. He has even become the subject of popular internet
memes.
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Communism.”125 The irreverence with which serious political and religious figures/ideas are
collapsed into a rotation of postures or dance moves in this song makes it an apt soundtrack for
the political ennui of the era. The continual progression of ideologies is delivered by a ruling
class or government that commands the people to mindlessly follow a succession of political
systems, like a DJ spinning a succession of records and watching the dance floor adapt to each
new beat. Martijn Haas argues:
Whoever listens to the music of Deutsch Amerikanische Freudschaft hears the singer
Gabi Delgado-Lopez endlessly repeat the term tanz der Mussolini!, like a trainer at a prewar youth camp. The implication of this musical aesthetic is that however well we tell
ourselves who we are, we will not step out from under the shadow of our darker history.
In industrial society, fascism is never totally disbanded because it was simply—to a
certain degree—the perfect implementation of industrial society, given form without
substantial input from the people (the workers), merely focused on productivity and
efficiency, to the point of eliminating unwanted societal elements.126
I would argue, however, that music such as this is less a reminder that fascism always lurks in
the wings of democracy than it is a call to cut the strings entirely (from the puppetry of being
governed). The question then is: what happens when the puppeteers’ strings are actually cut?
While practical political figures like Tycho Hillenius, the aforementioned member of the
squatters’ movement who had briefly tried to shoehorn De Reagering into realistic politics in the
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“Tanz’ den Mussolini […] Tanz’ den Adolf Hitler / Und jetzt den Mussolini […] Beweg’
deinen Hintern / Klatsch’ in die Hände / Tanz’ den Jesus Christus […] Und tanz’ den
Kommunismus”
126
“Wie naar de muziek van Deutsch Amerikanische Freundschaft luistert, hoort zanger Gabi
Delgado-Lopez eindeloos de term tanz der Mussolini! Herhalen, als een trainer van een
vooroorlogs jeugdkamp. De implicatie van deze muzikale esthetiek is dat hoe goed we onszelf
ook vertellen wie we zijn, we niet ontkomen aan de schaduwen van onze donkere geschiedenis.
In de industriële maatschappij is het fascisme nooit helemaal uitgebannen, omdat het nu
eenmaal—tot op een bepaalde hoogte—de perfecte uitvoering van de industriële maatschappij
was, vormgegeven zonder wezenlijk commentaar van de bevolking (de arbeiders), louter gericht
op productiviteit en efficiëntie, tot op het punt van eliminatie van ongewenste maatschappelijke
elementen.” Haas, Bibikov for President, 44.
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realm of housing, were rejected by the group, the party was more or less impotent in the face of
right-wing populists like André Vierling, who attended De Reagering meetings to make antiimmigration statements against guest workers.127 Vierling was largely allowed to carry on,
although many disagreed with him, because the movement was founded on the relativistic
principles of, “We have agreed that we do not agree and we have decided not to decide.”
Similarly, De Reagering began holding night-time rallies with homemade torches, which often
attracted undesirable elements like skinheads and other rabble-rousers who started fights and
generally disrupted the disruptors.128
As mentioned, the appearance of right-wing adjacencies in the group did not escape the
notice of commentators at the time. When Bluf! declared, “De Reagering consists of ego-tripping
politicians, and right-wingers disguised as leftists,” party members merely laughed it off, as
surely no part of it was true.129 They could rationalize that they were a group of artistic
performers (not politicians) with absolutely no platform to speak of (right or left). But the desire
to get off the merry-go-round (or DJ set) of governance and “govern yourself” was, indeed, a
facet of individualistic anarchism, a political position that continually blurs right/left
distinctions.130 As is the case in these sorts of postmodern games, the line between play and
reality is never so easy to define. The resistance of illegal pirate television and De Reagering as a
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political movement played on this line between the safe inner confines of the game and the real
world outside it.131

CONCLUSION
Saying ‘nothing is true’ says nothing about the world but everything about the
Western concept of truth. For the West, truth is not an attribute of beings or
things, but of their representation. A representation that conforms to the
experience is held to be true. Science is, in the last analysis, this empire of
universal verification.132
– The Invisible Committee

After the municipal election in June of 1982, Mike von Bibikov briefly entertained the
idea of running in the mayoral election in Amsterdam, but his novelty had largely worn thin for
ex-De Reagering members, and he soon abandoned the venture. His celebrity owed much to his
constant presence on pirate cable television—he was always seen with a camera crew trailing
him through the city. The end of pirate cable television in October 1982 was, therefore, the end
of Bibikov as a public figure.133 Although he was resurrected by Rabotnik in 1986 on SALTO,
the public access channel that the municipal government established in 1984, he was no longer at
the center of a movement. The end of pirate cable TV was a knock-on effect of the general unrest
in Amsterdam at the time, no doubt exacerbated by the activities of De Reagering during the
course of the year. The flashpoint came in October 1982, with the city of Amsterdam’s decision
to evict the Lucky Luijk squat, located at Jan Luijkenstraat 3 around the corner from the
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Rijksmuseum. As officials moved in to start the eviction process on October 11, massive riots
broke out, and militarized police units were called in. Barricades were erected on Van
Baerlestraat, paving stones were ripped up, and—in the enduring image of the riot—a number 10
tram was set on fire right outside the Stedelijk Museum [Fig.21]. As Menno Grootveld describes
it, “The fights between the police and the violent squatters became ever more violent by the
week. […] you just couldn’t walk through town without seeing one or more riot cars speeding
somewhere […] it was impossible to shoot anything outdoors without noticing that.”134
Grootveld claims that, in their final pirate broadcast, they filmed Bibikov at the
Waterlooplein construction site as a column of riot police cars went driving by. Bibikov did a
Nazi salute and began swearing and yelling at them as they drove past. Grootveld says
Of course, we broadcasted that, and that was the end of it. Next time we wanted to go on
air, it was not possible anymore. And we were the only ones. […] There seems to have
been a special meeting by the cabinet of the mayor because of the crisis caused by the
squatters and riots and some of his [the mayor’s] associates watched [the] show and said,
‘This is going too far. If people are going to watch this on TV, the night after it happened,
we will have an even bigger riot tomorrow. This has to stop.’ So they decided to block
our entrance to the channel.135
First, broadcasts from Rabotnik-TV and De Vrije Keijser radio were blocked but, the following
week, by October 23, 1982, all illegal pirate broadcasting was ended on KTA.136
As Van der Ploeg and Grootveld say, this may have been the last free media of the
West—at least in the realm of broadcast. Given this attitude, it is easy to see why the emerging
Internet garnered so much interest in the early ’90s, as it seemed to offer another chance to
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produce and distribute DIY content in a free, open, and democratic manner. So, the legacy of
pirate cable broadcast, both conceptually and practically, can be found in computer and Internet
technology in the following years. The mid-’80s in Amsterdam ushered in a series of rapid
changes to society and culture, initiated by the demise of the funding structures detailed in
chapter 2, that pushed organizations like V2_ more toward electronic media and media art
festivals. At the same time, another group of international artists involved with Time Based Arts
were broadening the scope of Dutch media critique both beyond the confines of Amsterdam’s
squatter milieu and beyond its formal institutional apparatus.

275

CHAPTER 4
PASSAGEWAYS
Our situations will be ephemeral, without a future. Passageways.1
– Guy Debord, 1957

In the heart of the old Jewish quarter of Amsterdam sits a half-hidden monument to the
failures of 1960s urban planning: Mr. Visserplein. It is flanked by the historic Portuguese
Synagogue to the east and the Moses and Aaron Catholic Church to the west, and, on its
southeast corner is the Jewish Historical Museum, which has, since 1987, been located in a
complex of four smaller seventeenth- and eighteenth-century synagogues. Although it is welldisguised today, Mr. Visserplein was once an integral part of the stymied 1967 urban renewal
project that sought to “modernize” the center of the city with the construction of new highways
and a new metro line to the Bijlmermeer housing project southeast of the city.2 At the time of its
construction, Mr. Visserplein was more of an interchange than, as its name suggests, a public
square (plein). It was designed to funnel car, tram, and pedestrian traffic through a series of
overlapping concrete tunnels at the point where two proposed four-lane roadways, three smaller
streets, and a tram line would converge [Fig.104]. While the existing streets and buildings in the
area were totally demolished in the construction of the square, the religious buildings were left
untouched, attesting to the neighborhood’s history as a refuge for non-Protestants.

Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own.
1
Ken Knabb, Situationist International Anthology: Revised and Expanded Edition (Berkeley:
Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006), 41.
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The square was named in honor of a Dutch-Jewish judge, Lodewijk Ernst Visser, who was an
important advocate for the Jewish people of the Netherlands during the German occupation. For
more on urban renewal policy and projects of the 1950s and ’60s see Kees Schuyt and Ed
Taverne, 1950: Prosperity and Welfare (Assen: Royal Van Gorcum, 2004), 123–95.
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Most of the other structures ringing the square are much newer, built on sites that have
been razed and rebuilt multiple times in the last fifty years. Apart from the church and
synagogues, the square’s only other historical remnant is the complex of buildings housing the
Academy of Architecture. Since 1946, the academy has been located in a seventeenth-century
former almshouse and artillery storehouse, which, thanks to the demolitions in the ’60s, is now at
the south end of Mr. Visserplein. It is fitting, somehow, that the academy should be positioned
here, where several generations of architecture students could closely observe the quagmire
created by top-down urban planning vis-à-vis the demolition, construction, decay, and nearconstant rebuilding(s) in the area.
As detailed in chapter 1, squatters and activists in the late ’60s and ’70s vociferously
opposed the plan to build a highway along Sint Antoniesbreestraat, which would have cut
through the Nieuwmarkt neighborhood and fed into Mr. Visserplein. In the face of long-term
protests from a wide coalition of citizens, the city agreed to abandon the construction of the
highway and build new social housing along the street in lieu of offices. Despite these setbacks,
the construction of the other four-lane road passing through Mr. Visserplein went relatively
smoothly. The plan was to build a road connecting the old city of Amsterdam to the northern part
of the city via a tunnel across the IJ waterway. North Holland was, at the time, largely
disconnected from the city of Amsterdam below the IJ and only accessible by ferry or the
Hembrug railway bridge, which connected Amsterdam’s industrial port in the far west of the city
to Zaandam. Ultimately, the IJtunnel, the road, and Mr. Visserplein, were all completed as
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planned in 1968, but the city’s decision to abandon its plan for a highway through the
Nieuwmarkt made Mr. Visserplein’s complex strategy for traffic separation largely redundant.3
Following the typical pattern of 1960s design, the junction was comprised of a series of
raw concrete passageways that forced those on foot to walk a circuitous subterranean route to
reach the other side of the square or the tram stop in the center [Fig.105]. Not only did this serve
as an inconvenience for pedestrians, but it also created a blind spot where illicit activities could
occur. In the 1970s and ’80s, junkies and graffiti artists were prominent among the transient
denizens of the underpass, which was dirty, unkempt, and regularly stank of urine [Fig.106,
Fig.107]. As a result, those that used the passageway for more conventional purposes
increasingly found it unsafe or unpleasant to walk through and, so, in many cases, preferred to
brave the traffic above ground rather than descend into the underpass.4 The square was,
eventually, given the disparaging nickname the Gierput (manure pit), which had a double
meaning: Anton de Gier was the name of the director of city development in the late ’60s, who
led the project, and the word gier also means manure in Dutch.5 As the state of the underpass
deteriorated after years of neglect, the city began to formulate a plan to permanently close it and
reroute traffic elsewhere.
In 1983, amid ongoing discussions about the fate of the tunnel, Lous America, David
Garcia, Henk Wijnen, and Annie Wright, a group of artists who had all attended the Jan van
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Eyck Academy in Maastricht and had previous collaborated on projects like Posterama (see
chapter 2), formulated a joint project at Mr. Visserplein that they called The Underpass. Inspired
by the television pirates of Amsterdam, who had been shut down the previous autumn, they
decided to make the underpass a television set for performances, which were largely spontaneous
and totally open to the public. This project, like the pirate television initiatives PKP and
Rabotnik before it, represents an attempt by artists to create a platform for art in urban space,
open to the public and with the aim of allowing democratic participation in art-making and art
consumption. The drive for autonomy in squatted urban space was, during the mid-1980s,
translated into a drive for autonomy in media space, moving increasingly from television to the
emerging “spaces” of network computing/early forms of the Internet. This “passageway”
between urban space and media space (or cyberspace) was developed through a series of artist
initiatives starting with The Underpass in 1983.
Following this project, Garcia went on to create—with the help of a new constellation of
collaborators—a media festival called Talking Back to the Media in 1985 that used not just one
site as a platform but, rather, the entire city. In the late ’80s, two artist initiatives that had
operated in a squatter milieu earlier in the decade—Mediamatic and V2_—turned toward
developing themselves into platforms for an emerging discourse on not just video/television art
but other new media being developed with the aid of computers and computer networks. These
institutional platforms, in turn, set the stage for the development of a series of “network events”
in the late ’80s and early ’90s that were initiated by artists and sought to build both local and
international connections through network media, harnessing the tight-knit nature of the
alternative art and activist scene in the Netherlands while simultaneously fostering global
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connections.6 These network events carried on the political project of squatting in that they
aimed to create open, democratic, and autonomous communities like those that squatters built in
the city, only, now, these communities would exist via computer networks rather than in physical
space. The passageway between squatting the city and squatting virtual space was paved through
the media platforms of the mid- to late ’80s. These projects led directly to the creation, in 1993,
of De Digitale Stad (DDS, The Digital City), a pioneering model of internet portal—designed by
artists and anarchists rather than corporate entities—that created, in the digital realm, the ideal
city they had long tried to create in physical space (i.e., an open, democratic, and autonomous
city).7

THE UNDERPASS
The Underpass took place over four consecutive Saturdays in May 1983—the 7th, 14th,
21st, and 28th—from 8:00pm to midnight, during which America, Garcia, Wijnen, and Wright
invited participants to create art, music, or other types of performances in the Mr. Visserplein
underpass. These performances were then shot, edited, and broadcast on TV the following
Wednesday evenings. Since pirate broadcasting was no longer an option, they made an
arrangement with Kabeltelevisie Amsterdam (KTA) to air the videos on the Nederland 2
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channel, after the regularly scheduled programming had ended for the day (as the pirates had
done illegally in years prior). Although the format was inspired by and similar to pirate
television, the key difference was, of course, that The Underpass was not illegal. It was, in fact,
fully sanctioned by the authorities and the artists received a grant of 24,000 guilders (worth
approx. €20,000 today8) from the city of Amsterdam and the ministry for Welzijn,
Volksgezondheid, and Cultuur (WVC, Welfare, Public Health, and Culture) for the project.9
Despite this essential difference in support structure, the aims of the Van Eyck artists
were consistent with those of the erstwhile TV pirates. Both groups were interested in opening
up broadcast television to a wider public by breaking into the closed and tightly-controlled
medium. While the pirates of PKP-TV, discussed in chapter 3, made rough, low-budget DIY
videos partly out of necessity and partly as an aesthetic choice, the Van Eyck artists were able to
afford a higher level of production quality, which can be seen in their more polished camera
work, sound design, interstitials, and graphics. Regardless, they were less concerned with the
nature of the content that would appear on their program than with the notion of creating a
platform for participation in television.
The Underpass turned out to be a coming-together of many familiar characters from the
punk, music, and art scene in Amsterdam in the late ’70s and early 1980s: graffiti artist Hugo
Kaagman stenciled some of his trademark zebra stripes on the wall of the tunnel [Fig.108], poet
Diana Ozon performed a passionate reading [Fig.109], Mike von Bibikov made an appearance
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with the band Casa Nostra [Fig.110], Maarten Ploeg and Rogier van der Ploeg performed with
Blue Murder [Fig.111], and various other bands and street artists participated. In the video
footage, the camera pans over the curves of the dimly-lit tunnel to a diverse crowd of onlookers,
assembled among the graffiti-covered concrete slabs and stagnant puddles to watch the
performances. Sometimes a presenter, Alexandra Zwaal, introduces the acts and, when speaking
with the English designer Laurence Fitzwilliam, translates his explanation of “living concept,” a
utopian architectural maquette, into Dutch. There is even a catchy theme song for the program,
created by a group called the Ron Zoutberg Ensemble [Fig.112] (Zoutberg was also the sound
designer), which contains the lyrics, “Going under the underpass / Not too slow and not too fast /
Crazy graffiti and the smell of piss / It’s a little bit scary in a place like this.”10 The tongue-incheek song is performed in the tunnel complete with air guitar and backup singers.
In addition to the theme song and an introductory sequence depicting a model of the
staircase to the underpass, the project’s collaborators also designed a logo for the program, which
appears to be an abstracted map of the subterranean space as well as a kind of humanoid
hieroglyph or some sort of primitive graffiti sign [Fig.113]. It is on prominent display not only in
the on-screen graphics but also on t-shirts and the walls of the tunnel. In many ways, it is
appropriate that the artists would choose to write or project their own “sign” on the walls, as Mr.
Visserplein had, by that time, become the most important graffiti spot in the city. By 1983, it was
a well-established pilgrimage site not only for graffiti artists from Amsterdam but for street
artists from around the country. The style and culture of graffiti was also in a transitional period
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around that time: the anarchic punk era of street art, during which Ivar Vičs (Dr. Rat) and Hugo
Kaagman (Amarillo) were two of the most visible artists, was ending and an American style of
graffiti, which was more focused on individual aesthetic innovation rather than a particular
“message,” was just coming into fashion. Kaagman says, “For us, Mr. Visserplein was the only
real ‘graffiti museum’ of Amsterdam. We organized the Prix de Graffiti there twice (1978 and
1979). That was a graffiti competition. Dr. Rat won the first one and N-Power won the second.
[…] In 1982, I got a commission from the Waterlooplein neighborhood committee to paint
graffiti on the construction fence around the building site for the metro line. In 1983, after the
fence had just been completed, the American graffiti movement swept in overnight.”11 The
Underpass, then, was staged at a time when a new interest in international graffiti styles was
blossoming, and Mr. Visserplein was the most important site in the city for graffiti
experimentation.
Although it was largely inspired by Amsterdam’s television pirates and attempted to
create a platform for anarchic, democratic participation in much the same way the pirates had,
The Underpass represented more than just a reiteration of pirate television in a formalized
context. It was an important juncture for media art in the Netherlands, as it connected
international artists active in the video art circuit to the punk and squatter scene of the early
1980s. These artists were attracted to the do-it-yourself ethos of the squatters/punks and drew
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inspiration from their radical attempts to create and control media themselves. Figures like David
Garcia were, thus, able to articulate the implications of cracking the media in ways that the punks
or squatters themselves—given their antipathy toward intellectualization—had not yet done.
Likewise, figures from the squatter media side, like Geert Lovink, who were already interested in
the implications of autonomous or independent media, were able to connect their political and
activist praxis to the field of aesthetics.12 Cracked media was, in this way, further entangled with
and interconnected to aesthetics and artistic practice beginning in the mid-1980s.
The pedestrian underpass at Mr.Visserplein was finally closed to the public in March
1985, after which it was used exclusively by the graffiti artists and junkies who managed to get
around the fences blocking off the entrance.13 Ten years later, David Garcia revisited The
Underpass with a new project titled The Digital Underpass (1995), which was hosted on De
Digitale Stad. For the project, Garcia designed a digital graffiti wall and invited graffiti artists to
participate in posting pictures and “tagging” it. In the browser-based project, the viewer could
scroll right to left along the graffiti wall and insert digital images and text into the wall.14 In the
accompanying pamphlet for the exhibition, Garcia wrote, “The real graffiti walls of the
Underpass [sic] share many of the features of the Internet. No one controls the Net. No one is in
charge. The Internet is often described as the world’s largest functioning anarchy. An infinite
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web of continuously reconfiguring and interconnected conversations in texts and image.”15 As
was common in the early to mid-’90s, Garcia celebrates the anarchic potential of the internet,
seeing it as a refuge for those who had formerly sought such spaces in the city. Noting that the
physical underpass at Mr. Visserplein was closed to the public at that time but still operated as a
free-for-all space for graffiti artists, Garcia argues that it should “remain an emblem of the city’s
unconscious.” He writes, “That was the reason for creating the Digital Underpass Web site [sic].
It is a way of preserving and amplifying the site as a space for the imagination.”16 From the city
to the digital city or the underpass to the digital underpass, the passageway from creating
platforms for art on television to creating platforms in the wider realm of networked computing
and digital media was born in the cracks and the margins of the established order, harnessing the
tactics used by squatters in urban space.

FROM CITY SPACE TO CYBERSPACE
David Garcia, in particular, used The Underpass project as a starting point for further
investigation into how media could be opened up and made more democratic. He sees the project
as the first step in the development of what he and Geert Lovink would, in the ’90s, call “tactical
media,” where art, activism, and politics overlap with the use of new media. He explains:
Although I didn’t think that The Underpass was a big, spectacular success, it did sow a
seed in my mind of what the potential was of this situation. […] you also had Rabotnik,
you had PKP, Peter Klashorst who is now sort of a well-known painter, but, in those
days, he was a mad-hat media artist with Maarten Ploeg [...] They were the ones who
were making really interesting, wild stuff. And I thought, wow, this is great, this is
amazing. And that’s where I wanted to go. And I was really interested in that stuff. […]
people like Maarten Ploeg and Peter Klashorst, Rabotnik were more punk-squatters. And
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I was, if you like, the person who […] was part of the story of connecting the
punk/squatter thing to the art thing through tactical media.17
Garcia, thus, became a bridge between institutionalized video art practice and the “wild”
experiments of the punks and squatters of Amsterdam. He was not only interested in what open
media meant for citizenship and political participation but also what it meant in the context of art
practice. By opening up broadcast media, art could be sent directly into the homes of the viewing
public, circumventing the exclusivity of art institutions. In a separate interview, Garcia reiterates
this point, saying, “[…] my interest and my earliest project, which was called The Underpass,
was all about moving away from traditional video art in museums and galleries, and actually
using the local TV infrastructure within Amsterdam to create autonomous zones, if you like,
within the media landscape.”18 The Underpass, therefore, widened the scope of squatter media
criticism to include explicit critique of the structures and institutions of the art world.

The Tactics of Tactical Media
As introduced in chapter 1, “tactical media” was coined during the first Next Five
Minutes conference, a landmark event in Amsterdam in 1993 that sought to theorize and
understand the emerging internet and how artistic and activist projects could be realized in
conjunction with new technology. The term was later clarified and defined by Garcia and Lovink
as, “what happens when the cheap ‘do it yourself’ media, made possible by the revolution in
consumer electronics and expanded forms of distribution (from public access cable to the
internet) are exploited by groups and individuals who feel aggrieved by or excluded from the

17

Garcia, interview by Amanda Wasielewski.
Angela Bartholomew and Steyn Bergs, “Tactics of Mischief: From Image to Infrastructure.
Interview with David Garcia,” Kunstlicht 38, no. 3 (2017): 87.
18

286

wider culture. Tactical media do not just report events, as they are never impartial they always
participate and it is this that more than anything separates them from mainstream media. […]
Tactical media are media of crisis, criticism and opposition.”19 Lovink describes tactical media
as an aesthetic practice, which combines art, activism, and new media tools.20 The term tactical
is borrowed from Michel de Certeau, who defines tactics as the type of action available to the
weak that subverts or undermines the strategies of control implemented by those in positions of
power. In The Practice of Everyday Life, first published in French in 1980, de Certeau bases his
analysis of the everyday on what he defines as two contrasting terms: strategies and tactics.
Tactics are improvised and spontaneous means of resistance, while strategies, on the other hand,
are the systems of control implemented by powerful institutions or governments, such as those
found in modern cities, that seek to order and rationalize the environment.21
According to de Certeau, tactics are the “trickery” and “ruses” used to subvert, break
into, or otherwise challenge the norms and proscribed behaviors imposed from above. He writes:
The space of a tactic is the space of the other. Thus it must play on and with a terrain
imposed on it and organized by the law of a foreign power. It does not have the means to
keep to itself, at a distance, in a position of withdrawal, foresight, and self-collection: it is
a maneuver ‘within the enemy’s field of vision,’ […] It does not, therefore, have the
options of planning general strategy and viewing the adversary as a whole within a
district, visible, and objectifiable space. It operates in isolated actions, blow by blow. It
takes advantage of ‘opportunities’ and depends on them, being without any base where it
could stockpile its winnings, build up its own position, and plan raids. What it wins it
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cannot keep. This nowhere gives a tactic mobility, to be sure, but a mobility that must
accept the chance offerings of the moment, and seize on the wing the possibilities that
offer themselves at any given moment. It must vigilantly make use of the cracks that
particular conjunctions open in the surveillance of the proprietary powers. It poaches in
them. It creates surprises in them. It can be where it is least expected. It is a guileful
ruse.22
Thus, de Certeau points to the tactic as a means by which cracks are exploited. As defined in
chapter 1, squatting and (later) media activism in Amsterdam opened up cracks within the
existing order that were used both as spaces of potential—temporary autonomous zones—and
ways by which to destabilize (and effect change within) the established order of the city space.23
Through their occupation of and use of existing city infrastructure, often in new
configurations and for new purposes, krakers (squatters) embodied and enacted precisely the
kind of spatial practice that de Certeau defines, through the use of tactics. He writes,
“Innumerable ways of playing and foiling the other’s game (jouer / déjouer le jeu de l’autre),
that is, the space instituted by others, characterize the subtle, stubborn, resistant activity of
groups which, since they lack their own space, have to get along in a network of already
established forces and representations.”24 It is worth reiterating de Certeau’s point, here, that the
use of tactics arises where those that would resist lack their own space. This is precisely the
situation that squatters in Amsterdam found themselves in in the late ’70s. Having developed the
tactics to operate in the empty or abandoned spaces of the city, they were able to apply the same
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sorts of tactics to the closed circuit of media, particularly television, in the early 1980s. In media,
as in the city, space had to be appropriated from the powerful.
In contrast to the trickery that characterizes tactics, de Certeau argues that strategies
facilitate the implementation of the “proper,” which is beholden to the proscriptions of
rational/scientific thinking developed during the Enlightenment.25 The proper is rational,
organized, and designed with stability and permanence in mind. Tactics, on the other hand, are
mobile and temporary/temporal (i.e., dependent on time), tied to bodies as they “narrate” through
space, while strategies adopt a panopticism that is divorced from narrative. He writes:
The child still scrawls and daubs on his schoolbooks; even if he is punished for this
crime, he has made a space for himself and signs his existence as an author on it. The
television viewer cannot write anything on the screen of his set. He has been dislodged
from the product; he plays no role in its apparition. He loses his author’s rights and
becomes, or so it seems, a pure receiver, the mirror of a multiform and narcissistic actor.
Pushed to the limit, he would be the image of appliances that no longer need him in order
to produce themselves, the reproduction of a ‘celibate machine.’26
For de Certeau, the inability of consumers to also “write” new media, such as television, creates
a class of “readers” who can only receive what they are given and cannot make their own mark
or interpretation on it. Television viewers are, thus, “‘consumers’ who cannot trace their own
writing on the screen where the production of the Other—of ‘culture’—appears.”27 Tactical
media, therefore, allows access—even, temporary access—to these media spaces. It allows
consumers to become producers (or, prosumers).28
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In the latter half of the 1980s, as more people gained access to personal computers and
were able to communicate in rudimentary networks such as BBSes (Bulletin Board Systems), a
new space for tactics opened up. Artists and activists increasingly realized that digital tools,
including early networks, created the possibility for a kind of participation that could only be
gained illegally in older broadcast media. As former squatters turned from TV and radio piracy
to computer networks and interactive digital art, they envisioned a new space where “talking
back” or participating in the creation of content was not illegal but integral.
Computer networks seemed, to many, to have the potential to become truly participatory
platforms, the kind of platforms that artists working with television in the ’70s and ’80s dreamed
about. Not everyone greeted the new technology with endless optimism, however.
Acknowledging his debt to de Certeau, Garcia describes being simultaneously hopeful and wary
of new media utopianism, saying:
We felt that with the microelectronics revolution that gave rise to the camcorder and all
those things, that suddenly, what had been invisible forms of practice were becoming
visible. That would eventually become user generated content. But the interesting thing
also, from my point of view, and remains interesting, is that, unlike the tech gurus of the
early utopian phase of the internet, de Certeau wasn’t starry-eyed about it. He knew that
it was an asymmetrical relationship where the strategic media had all the power and the
tacticians—the users—he was one of the first people to talk about cultural consumers as
users, you know, before computers adopted that term—were always going to be at a
disadvantage. Like natural organisms use camouflage and trickery, that's the way in

Toffler, The Third Wave (New York: Bantam Books, 1980). See also, Tiziana Terranova,
Network Culture Politics for the Information Age (London: Pluto Press, 2004); David Beer and
Roger Burrows, “Sociology and, of and in Web 2.0: Some Initial Considerations,” Sociological
Research Online 12, no. 5 (September 1, 2007): 1–13; Ashlee Humphreys and Kent Grayson,
“The Intersecting Roles of Consumer and Producer: A Critical Perspective on Co-Production,
Co-Creation and Prosumption,” Sociology Compass 2, no. 3 (May 1, 2008): 963–80; George
Ritzer and Nathan Jurgenson, “Production, Consumption, Prosumption: The Nature of
Capitalism in the Age of the Digital,” Journal of Consumer Culture 10, no. 1 (March 1, 2010):
13–36;
290

which the weak turned the tables on the strong. […] So the use of the term tactical in that
way was a legacy of our reading of de Certeau.29
Thus, the utopian hopes for the emerging internet were often colored by a belief that the
participatory nature of the technology finally held the solution to the media’s power disparity but
was nevertheless subject to cooptive strategies. While in the US, post-hippie,
neoliberal/libertarian rhetoric—what Richard Barbrook and Andy Cameron called “the
Californian ideology”—dominated this utopian impulse, in Europe, the internet was, at first, the
repository for the hopes and dreams of leftwing theorists, activists, and artists rather than
business entrepreneurs.30

Deleuzoguattarians
Published in 1995, “The Californian Ideology” provided a seminal critique of the
neoliberal ideology of internet pioneers in the United States, particularly around the Bay Area,
and dissected the ways in which “direct democracy” becomes a euphemism for free market
capitalism. Barbrook and Cameron argue that the Californian Ideology is an odd mix of
neoliberalism, 1960s counterculture, and technological determinism, which all feed off the
American myth of the frontier and the rugged individualism that was necessary to “tame” it.31
They argue that the social and technological inequality between the “information-rich” and the
“information-poor” is embedded in this ideology. In contrast to the US, Barbrook and Cameron
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cite the French government’s policy regarding the roll-out of the Minitel network approvingly.
They write, “Learning from the French experience, it would seem obvious that European and
national bodies should exercise more precisely targeted regulatory control and state direction
over the development of hypermedia.” They predict that, a combination of entrepreneurship,
government regulation, and DIY culture will create an instantiation of the internet where both
large corporations and small businesses will be able to thrive, where mainstream and small-scale
communities will all have their opportunity for political participation.32 Although Minitel was an
early pioneer, it soon became an outdated relic that ironically kept France out of the loop, tied to
their own antiquated national system, as the World Wide Web took off around the world in the
’90s. Needless to say, the solution offered by Barbrook and Cameron—more government
regulation—is not without its pitfalls. How governments can successfully regulate internet
corporations has become an increasingly pressing question with no easily identifiable solutions.
In “The Holy Fools,” a follow up to “The Californian Ideology” published in 1998,
Barbrook turns his attention to the European context and the internet pioneers on the continent,
who he labels “deleuzoguattarians” due to the influence that philosophers Gilles Deleuze and
Félix Guattari had on them. He writes, “Although these two philosophers were overt leftists
during their lifetimes, many of their contemporary followers support a form of aristocratic
anarchism which is eerily similar to Californian neoliberalism.”33 Barbrook argues that Guattari
was part of a New Left wave that thought “producing alternative media was the most effective
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and fun way of putting their revolutionary theory into practice.”34 According to Barbrook,
Guattari championed pirate radio stations and, even, the early Minitel network in France as
potential tools to implement his anarcho-communist theories. As outlined in Deleuze and
Guattari’s influential theory tome, Mille plateaux (1980), the “arboreal” (hierarchical)
structures—in society as well as in media—had to be overthrown in favor of “rhizomatic”
(horizontal) distribution of power.35 New computer network tools that arose in the 1980s, like the
Minitel or BBSes and, eventually, the internet, seemed to present a practical realization of their
theory. Barbrook argues, however, that the “revolutionary elitism” of the community radio
station that Guattari set up in the early 1980s, which was meant to be open to the public, actually
alienated potential allies and audience members and ended up being far more elitist and
authoritarian than it set out to be.36 Despite his useful critique of the utopian impulses of the
“elite avant-garde,” the European “techno-nomads” peddling “theory-art,” Barbrook ends his
essay by arguing for an alternative—but no less naïve—brand of internet utopianism: assuming
that sharing and the open-source movement are organically “free” instantiations of “anarchocommunism,” that they are naturally occurring gift economies that combat free market
capitalism. As Florian Cramer points out in response to Barbrook, this was far from the case,
even in the early ’90s.37 Twenty years on from Barbrook’s essay, this is more evident than ever.
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In addition to its primary critique of the elitist politics and posturing of
deleuzoguattarians, Barbrook’s essay also briefly hints at why and how the critique of urban
space transitioned to the critical occupation of networked, digital “space.” He argues that the
New Left, the post-May ’68 anarcho-communists who included Deleuze and Guattari, were
increasingly calling for a “true libertarian revolution” with the goal of “destruction of the city”
and the “‘deterritorialization’ of urban society.”38 This attitude led to the rise of back-to-the-land
movements in the 1970s, in which the frustrated revolutionaries of the late ’60s increasingly
denounced city life as irredeemably colonized by capital. This in turn fed the desire to start over
again on a smaller, more autonomous scale. The revolutionary abandonment of the city, they
believed, would result in horizontally connected nomadic tribes, where direct democracy and gift
economies would supplant consumer capitalism. In certain ways, the pragmatic utopianism of the
squatters in Amsterdam came closer than most post-’68 urban activists in transforming the city
into a collection of horizontally connected yet autonomous tribes, decentralizing structures of
urban control. Yet, the ultimate success of their activism—the government agreed to their
demands that it provide more housing for young singles and couples—and the in-fighting
amongst competing factions of squatters, as outlined in chapter 1, effectively reterritorialized the
city space by the mid-80s.
This development would not have come as a surprise, however, to anyone committed to
the creation of temporary autonomous zones or the use of tactics, both of which require speed,
adaptability, and mobility to be effective.39 Many of the more adaptive squatters of Amsterdam
saw that new opportunities to open cracks and TAZs were presenting themselves in the realm of
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new media. Arguing that, as it developed, internet criticism had to come from within rather than
outside, Lovink writes, “The trick with net criticism […] was to reverse the position of
complaining outsider into one of an active, subversive production of discourse…”40 The media
art festival Talking Back to the Media (TBTTM)41, which took place in Amsterdam in November
1985, was one of the first attempt to create a space of potential for the transition between urban
tactics and tactical media.

ARTISTS TALKING BACK TO THE MEDIA
TBTTM was an important turning point for Dutch media art in a number of ways. On one
hand, it encapsulated the extent to which ideas from squatting and the autonomous movements in
the city had migrated into art discourse. On the other hand, it signaled a realignment of the
alternative Dutch art circuit (namely, those who had been active in the In-Out Center42 and De
Appel) toward forms of mass-media critique that intersected with the concerns of the squatters’
movement. The festival, initiated by David Garcia and Raúl Marroquin and executed in
collaboration with Time Based Arts and De Appel, brought together local and international
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artists who were working with television, video, film, photography, sound art, posters, and
theater for a month-long critical reflection on the mass media.
Although Garcia was part of the internationally-oriented De Appel/TBA circle, he was
interested in creating work, including The Underpass, that was inspired by pirate
television/squatter alternative media and its relationship to the city space. Frustrated by the lack
of interest in media and video art from more mainstream institutions, the organizers of TBTTM,
particularly Garcia, hoped to use the whole city of Amsterdam as an exhibition space, as a
platform for interventions into the mass media. Garcia says:
I would argue that what we were able to do by turning a city into a platform, not a
museum, a whole city. We ignored the museums. […] what was conscious was that the
city was our platform. The mass media are our platform. Television, radio, cinema,
poster. All the modalities of the mass media communication are our platform. No other
project incapsulated that vision and succeeded in the way that we did in communicating
that vision. […] My slogan at that time was to be site-specific in the media landscape.
Because you have site-specific artists, the Serras, you know all the artists who take the
landscape and who do their installations in the landscape. Our vision was to do the same
but for the media landscape. To treat the media communications as a landscape and to
make something ambitious on that scale in the media landscape. To do Richard Long in
the media landscape. That was what we set out to do.43
The venues that participated in TBTTM reflect a coming-together of various participants in this
media landscape: squatted spaces, alternative art venues, and more established institutions. It was
a combination of brick-and-mortar and broadcast spaces, including Peter Giele’s Aorta art space
in the squatted NRC-Handelsblad complex, De Appel, the student-led Kriterion cinema,
Kabeltelevisie Amsterdam, the Art History Institute of the University of Amsterdam, the avant-
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garde independent Shaffy Theater, Stad Radio Amsterdam, VPRO-Radio, and the streets of the
city (where the posters were exhibited).
Bringing art to a larger audience outside the confines of galleries and museums and into
the city space was an important facet of TBTTM, just as it had been for The Underpass. The idea
was to create a media festival that took place in the chaos and cacophony of the media-saturated
urban environment, rather than in a sterile, white cube institutional space. There was an
openness, an inclusiveness, and a do-it-yourself universalist utopianism that attempted to draw
“everyone” in the city in. Even those who were not inclined to visit an alternative art space,
theater, or cinema would perhaps encounter the work on the radio or television. Garcia related
this sentiment to Max Bruinsma, in an account from Mediamatic magazine, saying, “I saw
myself swimming in a stream of images, television images, posters, neon signs, glittering shopwindows. I thought: ‘The media are all-pervasive and ubiquitous, they are there all the time.’
This was what all our work was about, and wouldn’t it be wonderful if it could be looked at in
the context of a city, rather than a museum or a gallery?’”44 In addition to a program of videos
that was shown on cable television throughout the month and the sound art that was broadcast
over the radio, a series of posters commissioned from John Baldessari [Fig.114], Barbara Kruger
[Fig.115], and Klaus Staeck [Fig.116] that were spread around the city [Fig.117].
The inclusion of many high-profile American artists in the festival created an opportunity
for the public (as well as the participants) to compare European and American perspectives on
the mass media. This was by design. According to Bruinsma’s account, the idea for TBTTM
came one evening while David Garcia and Raúl Marroquin were walking together on the
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Keizergracht talking about the work of Dara Birnbaum, which had recently been exhibited at the
Stedelijk Museum. Garcia felt that techniques of appropriation in video and television art were
being pitched as an American way of working and that European artists, who had been using
such techniques for quite a while, were not getting adequate recognition for their efforts.
Marroquin suggested that the reason for this might be that artists in the United States had more
opportunities to show their work than artists in Europe. Consequently, the two artists began to
formulate an idea for a festival that would showcase a European perspective on video and
television art. According to Bruinsma, Garcia argued that “Americans have got an entirely
different approach to dealing with the mass media than the Europeans. […] American and
Canadian artists tend to be very literal about the media and present things much more as they are,
without commentary and allow you to draw your own conclusions, while the work of [European
artists] have got this sort of metaphorical approach to media. Now, wouldn’t it be interesting to
see the two different approaches together at a festival?”45 Garcia and Annie Wright were, at that
point, on the board of Time Based Arts, and Marroquin also had close ties to alternative art
institutions in Amsterdam as well. Between them, they were able to connect and partner with a
number of institutions in creating the festival.46
Time Based Arts took the lead intuitional role in organizing the program, artists, and
venues that would participate. Beginning in 1983, Garcia and Marroquin gathered their core
collaborators: artist Ulises Carrión; Rob Perée, who was then the chairman of TBA; Aart van
Barneveld, who also worked with TBA; Saskia Bos, who was a curator at De Appel; Max
Bruinsma, a music editor working in radio; Sabrina Kamstra, who was with De Appel at the
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time; and art historian Sebastián López, who worked at the Art Historical Institute at the
University of Amsterdam. With the help of these collaborators, they were able to secure funding
and organize the program of the event.47 The aim of the festival, as the name suggests, was to
showcase artworks that critically addressed the mass media or “talked back” to the media in
some way (i.e., works that formulated a model of participation in the media rather than passive
reception). The organizers purposely left the festival’s title open to wider interpretation by the
participants in order to encourage discussion on the use of elements from the mass media in
artistic practice. This produced a program that was, at times, celebratory of media culture and, in
other cases, deeply critical of it. According to their press release, “The departure point for the
festival is the fact that today many artists who work in video, film, photography, theater, sound,
posters, and printwork translate and use elements of the mass media in their own work in order to
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subsequently present it via the media.”48 The scope for the festival was, therefore, very openended.
Although TBTTM ended up showing works in a wide range of media, Marroquin and
Garcia, who both worked with video and television, conceptualized the festival as a riposte to the
perceived disregard of local video art in the Dutch art scene. As noted, the Stedelijk Museum did
show video art, but it was relegated to the “video stairs,” a separate portion of the gallery space
where the monitor or monitors were positioned at the bottom of a set of stairs. By the time the
Stedelijk staged Het Lumineuze Beeld [The Luminous Image] in 1984, Talking Back to the
Media was already in the works. According to Rob Perée:
Both Time Based Arts and Montevideo were founded because video art wasn’t accepted
and exhibited. At the time, there was still a lot of discussion whether it was art, because
of the fact that there was a camera between the artist and the art piece. Some people still
have that conviction. Museums didn't know how to show it, they didn’t have any
specialised rooms for it. Actually, one of the only ones that had something like that was
the Stedelijk Museum, with their video-stairs. The organisation of Time Based Arts and
Montevideo but also TBTTM had a lot to do with the emancipation of the medium.49
For Garcia and Marroquin, however, TBTTM was not just about establishing video art as an
“emancipated” medium. They hoped, in a larger sense, to start conversations around and show
work that spoke to the emergence of a new Information Age, in which television (i.e., the
network/broadcast) was more relevant than video (i.e., tapes).
According to Bruinsma’s reconstruction of their initial brainstorming session, Marroquin
strongly advocated for the orientation of the festival towards the themes of information and
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media networks, saying, “It is important to see that we’re not living in an industrial society
anymore, we are living in an information society, and that this is affecting our work as artists
too.”50 Bruinsma describes Marroquin’s view of the contemporary culture as a “global network
of information and media, which was only waiting for the appropriate impulse to become a
global multimedia work of art.”51 According to Garcia and Ulises Carrión (who began
collaborating with Garcia and Marroquin early on), the festival itself was a work of art, which
would reflect the vast and complex web of visual and sonic experiences that was the hallmark of
the new Information Age. Carrión, in particular, was interested in how the process of creating the
festival would manifest itself as a work of art.52
The festival began with a press presentation on October 21st at Kriterion, and the opening
night on November 1st was held at Aorta. For the opening, the American actor Eric Bogosian
performed a work titled American Dream, a theatrical monologue in which he reacts to audio
recordings that contains snippets of television and radio broadcasts and also mimics the language
of a television host.53 In general, the works in TBBTM fall roughly into one of two categories:
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attributed the invitation of Bogosian to Saskia Bos, saying, “Saskia came with an idea, a young
guy from New York, named Eric Bogosian, could we invite this guy for the opening of the
festival? Because Eric was in that time busy with radio, involving the phenomenon of radio in
51
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they either appropriate mass media by mirroring and/or mimicking its forms, or they create their
own narratives and mythologies that stand apart from the commercial norms of mass media
content. Bogosian’s monologue incorporated elements of both of these perspectives in that the
piece was a reaction to the myths of Americana as perpetuated and amplified in the smooth
commerciality of mass media.
In addition to the aforementioned works of Bogosian, Kruger, and Baldessari, a number
of works by US-based artists were shown in the photography exhibition in Aorta. The artists
shown, including Jenny Holzer, Sherrie Levine, Richard Prince, and Cindy Sherman,54 were all
working with representation, media messages, and appropriated imagery in one way or another.
These artists are part of a generation that Douglas Crimp defined with his exhibition and
subsequent essay “Pictures.” In his estimation, the work of these artists reflects a critical
postmodernism that digs beneath the surface signification of images to other layers of
signification. In contrast to modernism’s “topographic” formalism, where surface reveals
structure, these artists’ “radically new approach to mediums” are, according to Crimp, a
“stratigraphic” formalism—a geological layering. He writes, “Those processes of quotation,
excerption, framing, and staging that constitute the strategies of the work I have been discussing
necessitate uncovering strata of representation. Needless to say, we are not in search of sources
or origins, but of structures of signification: underneath each picture there is always another
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picture.”55 Crimp places these works in opposition to the idea of modernism popularized in the
US by Clement Greenberg and Michael Fried, which was invested in the concept of medium
specificity, though he acknowledges that this a very particular definition of modernist art.56
According to Crimp, the work of the artists he was writing about often appear as if they
are fragments of a narrative. They suggest a narrative that does not exist—an incomplete
narrative but a narrative nevertheless. They are floating signifiers, concocted to suggest an absent
whole.57 Narrative, for the Dutch and Amsterdam-based international artists, on the other hand,
was generally less fragmented and more geared toward creating parables and fantasies that, as
Garcia noted, often critique the media obliquely through metaphor rather than formal structure.
A pair of Dutch art critics—Lucette ter Borg and Sacha Bronwasser—expressed precisely this
point of view in an article published in De Volkskrant in 2001. Taking aim at “boring” video art,
they use Anri Sala’s work Uomoduomo (2000), which depicts a man falling asleep in a church,
as a key example. They write, “You, as a viewer of Sala’s Uomodomo [sic], might also nod off
because the artist has not given his images any metaphorical added value.”58 This perspective
was, to some degree, already present in the video program of the TBTTM festival.59 During four
broadcasts on November 10, 17, 24, and 29, a number of artists’ videos were shown, including
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the work of organizers Garcia and Annie Wright, Carrión, and Marroquin. Dutch artists Lydia
Schouten and Servaas, the German artist Klaus vom Bruch, as well as English artist Mark
Wilcox were also included in the video program.
Schouten’s work is a typical example of what could be termed, per Garcia, the
metaphorical approach to media critique in Dutch video art. Her piece Beauty Becomes the Beast
(1985), is a stylized mythological mash-up that follows the journey of a woman who has grown a
devil’s tail. The changes to her body alienate her from the world around her, so she goes out in
search of other mythological creatures and encounters mermaids and magical crystals in a rocky
seaside landscape [Fig.118, Fig.119, Fig.120, Fig.121]. According to Karl Toepfer, the woman’s
bodily transformation acts as a metaphor for the grotesque, changing “real” human body that is
confronted with the artificial and immortal beauty of the body captured and preserved in the
media.60 As Schouten says, “Artificial beauty is now the object of our desire. […] The most
important task of the media seems to be the destruction of chronological time. […] Our lives are
filled with these fantastic images from the media, which makes it difficult for us to accept
death.”61 Appearing on a panel of participating artists for TBTTM’s last television broadcast,
Schouten discusses this piece and states that the motivation behind it was to create her own
world, an autonomous world of sorts apart from the received images in the mass media.
However, she goes on to state that this beautiful, autonomous world “makes it clear that the
paradisiacal oneness between man, the gods, and nature is but an illusion.”62 This technique
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contrasts the subversion of mythologies found in the work of the American artists—the veritable
draining of signification identified by Crimp. Commenting on the work of Levine, he says,
“These picture have no autonomous power of signification (pictures do not signify what they
picture) […] Levine steals them away from their usual place in our culture and subverts their
mythologies.”63 On one side media mythologies are represented, analyzed through narrative and
metaphor, while, on the other side, mythical significance is drained or subverted.
The difference between the work of the Americans and the Europeans, however, should
not be overstated. Using myth as metaphor was not confined to the European context just as
image subversion was not unique to the Americans. Despite the evidence that there were slight
differences in strategy, both American and European artists in the mid-’80s took an active
interest in classical mythology and legend and began to more explicitly reference it in their work.
Video art from the mid-’80s turned increasingly away from self-reflexive and un-edited work of
the early ’70s to deal with narrative, science fiction, and fantasy. Photography, too, turned
toward elaborately constructed fantasies. For example, Cindy Sherman began a series of
photographs that she called “fairy tales,” and Joan Jonas began making work that dealt with
mythology and science fiction. Dara Birnbaum’s trilogy of films, Damnation of Faust, which
was shown at TBTTM, also, of course, references German legend.
From the European point of view in TBTTM, the idea of creating one’s own autonomous
narrative within the media landscape was paramount. This did not mean that this was always a
direct counter-narrative, however. As noted, the work featured in the festival was just as often
celebratory as it was critical. David Garcia and Annie Wright’s videos were some of the more
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ambiguously-situated works in the program. In Callisto (1984) and Terra Incognita (1985), they
stage their own mythical narratives using characters and sets constructed with children’s toys.
White Nights (1985), which was shown in full on one of the TBTTM cable broadcasts, also
operates in the realm of fantasy. Using clips from the 1938 “War of the Worlds” broadcast to
suggest a post-apocalyptic catastrophe, the piece intersperses clips of the film Casablanca and
dialogue from Rebel Without a Cause (1955), with shots of a sleeping woman lying in a bed
surrounded by ethereal tulle curtains. A woman’s voice (Wright’s) recites the lines to
Casablanca as they play on the screen, both on her own and overlapping with the actors’ voices.
In this way, the video is a fetishization of participation in the media and an overidentification
with classic Hollywood figures, who Wright labels as the protagonists of “modern myths and
legends.”64 Discussing this topic in the TBTTM publication, Wright says, “As modern myths,
they are the rapturous counterpoint to the humdrum, the everyday side of existence. […]
Whether told by the fireside, through organized religion or by means of the media, [myths] come
from ourselves to explain ourselves. They are by nature ecstatic and transcendent.”65 When it is
suggested in the group discussion that aired live for the finissage of the festival that Wright was
“fighting back” or “pushing back” against the media by mimicking the Casablanca dialogue, she
answers, “Quite the reverse! I wanted to integrate myself. […] It was loving, talking back, rather
than criticizing it.”66
The lack of criticality in some aspects of the program is not only found in works, such as
Wright’s, that express a fascination for celebrity and classic Hollywood figures, but also in the
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optimism around do-it-yourself media in general. Rather than analyzing the way the media
defines individual identity, the organizers were focused on the possibilities for access and
participation presented by the alternative art circuit and the newly-established public television
network SALTO. To illustrate this point, during the live broadcast at the end of the festival, a
video feed was set-up that linked the stage and the café of the Shaffy Theater, so that the public
could appear on camera and ask questions to the artists on the panel, who could see their
questioner appear on a screen on stage [Fig.122]. This represents an early attempt—which could
easily be dismissed as a gimmick—to create an interactive platform. While the conceptual
connection to the theme of the festival provides a clear motivation for creating such a set-up, the
reason why a mediated interaction—to the adjacent café, of all places—would be meaningful is
less apparent.
Reflecting on the issue of criticality in the festival, Garcia says, “The worst of Talking
Back to the Media was uncritical celebration for which I was partly responsible. Sometimes I
was too [much] looking back to the Pop Art. […] [The theme song based on “Walking Back to
Happiness”] was my idea and I have some regrets, although it was catchy, it was pure
celebration. For us the postmodern collapse of boundaries was a celebratory moment, we missed
the darker implications of this collapse.”67 In the realm of the media, postmodernism had opened
up ideas and discourse to a greater plurality, which artists like Garcia celebrated in that it
promised more democratic and inclusive participation in the media landscape. This plurality,
however, also produced fractures in the leftist grand narratives that undergird the values of
democratic participation. The ideological divide between European techno-utopianism and
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American identity politics would widen considerably in the following years as artists like Garcia
embraced the emerging internet.
Dara Birnbaum’s essay for the Talking Back to the Media publication speaks to this
divide. Referencing both Faust and Kiss the Girls: Make them Cry (1979), she writes, “…in both
‘characters’ are the forms of restraint and near suffocation imposed through this current
technological society; pressures which force a person to find the meaning of openly declaring,
through communicated gestures, their own identity. […] I consider it to be our responsibility to
become increasingly aware of alternative perspectives which can be achievable through our use
of media—and to consciously find the ability for expression of the ‘individual voice.’”68
Increasingly, in the American context, postmodern rhetoric and media critiques revolved around
issues of individual identity and a refusal of the kind of universalism that Talking Back to the
Media, to a certain extent, propagated. The artist’s role, per Birnbaum, was to investigate
individual voices not gather a broad, universally-defined public. For Garcia, however, the artist’s
role was to set up a platform that would be as accessible as possible. In the years following
Talking Back to the Media, artists and activists in Amsterdam increasingly turned their attention
to organizing events and conferences that, in the do-it-yourself spirit, attempted to create newer,
better, more independent and inclusive platforms for participation that revolved around cuttingedge network technology.
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BACK TO THE FUTURE
Talking Back to the Media marks the beginning of a shift in Dutch art/activist circles
toward media art and theory, and V2_ and Mediamatic would soon emerge as leaders in this
area. Both ex-squatter groups were clearly paying attention to what was going with TBTTM in
Amsterdam. In Den Bosch, V2_ decided to hold their own event called V2 Media Week: Take
the Media (November 1–9, 1985), riffing on the title of TBTTM [Fig.123] and featuring a
number of performances and artwork from industrial bands including Test Department.
Mediamatic, on the other hand, launched the zero issue of their magazine during TBTTM, which
aided the successful reception of the journal. In the years that followed, V2_ released its first
manifesto, shifting its focus to “unstable” media, and Mediamatic created a forum for
discussions on art and new technology. Both the alternative art circuit and the activists who had
been busy in the squatters’ movement increasingly turned to focus on the aesthetic aspects of
networked technology as well as reaching out to others around the world who were similarly
engaged.
In addition to their work with television during the latter half of the ’80s, more and more
artists were experimenting with making work on and with computers and connecting with one
another via BBSes. This interest in network communication meant that artists were interacting
with the nascent hacker scene of the Netherlands, who were mostly part of a younger generation
eager to bring the alternative activist media tradition into the digital age. Cross-over initiatives
and events began to percolate around 1988 and often included the participation of organizations
like V2_ and Mediamatic.
After 1983, artists in the squatter milieu (as well as those in mainstream art circles) began
to more explicitly orient themselves toward video and new media. In Amsterdam, despite the
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demise of pirate TV, the DIY attitude fostered by the pirates spread to a wider group of artists,
who saw new media as a means to create more accessible, open, and participatory artworks. The
club Mazzo, which had since 1980 pioneered audiovisual art in the club context, continued to
promote the activities of early VJs (video jockeys), who montaged video and sound on the fly,
and to participate in video and television experiments in the mid-1980s.69 In 1984, the Stedelijk
Museum, which had long been viewed as unreceptive to video and new media works, staged a
large-scale video art exhibition titled “Het Lumineuze Beeld” [The Luminous Image] featuring
twenty-two video installations.

Video in the Netherlands
The origin story of Dutch video art often begins with the 1971 exhibition “Sonsbeek
buiten de perken” [Sonsbeek Beyond the Limits].70 Organized by Wim Beeren in the city of
Arnhem in the west of the Netherlands, the 1971 edition of the Sonsbeek series71 prominently
featured video art as part of the exhibition program and even allowed people to make videos on
site, thanks to equipment provided by Philips.72 Despite this promising “beginning,” mainstream
institutional support for video art was neither consistent nor widespread in the 1970s. In lieu of

69

Michiel van den Bergh and Maja van den Broecke, interview by Amanda Wasielewski,
September 29, 2017.
70
Rob Perrée, “From Agora to Montevideo: Of Video Institutes, the Things That Pass,” in The
Magnetic Era: Video Art in the Netherlands 1970–1985, ed. Jeroen Boomgaard and Bart Rutten
(Rotterdam: NAi Publishers, 2003), 52.
71
The exhibition series was established in 1949, after World War II, with a mandate similar to
that of Documenta in Kassel (though predating it). It was initially intended to be a biennial but
was held at irregular intervals in the intervening years. “About Sonsbeek,” Dutch Art Institute,
accessed July 21, 2018, https://dutchartinstitute.eu/page/3908/about-sonsbeek.
72
Perrée, “From Agora to Montevideo: Of Video Institutes, the Things That Pass,” 52.
310

support from major art institutions, a number of competing alternative and independent
organizations promoting and distributing video art were established in the intervening years.
Although the various parties interested in video were interconnected in the 1970s, a few
separate factions developed by the end of the decade. In Maastricht in the far south of the
Netherlands, where the Jan van Eyck Academy is located, Theo van der Aa and Ger van Dyck
started Agora Studio. As noted in chapter 2, the Van Eyck academy had a wide array of
equipment and video art flourished there. Raúl Marroquin was one of the earliest video artists in
the Netherlands and collaborated with Van der Aa on his publication Fandangos. According to
writer and curator Rob Perrée, “Van der Aa and Van Dyck no longer regarded art as tied to a
location; the video tape, book, cable, satellite, telephone and magazine made it possible to
transcend every boundary.”73 Around the time that Marroquin began creating video art, the
American artist Jack Moore began building his video collection and distribution organization,
Videoheads, in Amsterdam. Started in 1971, the organization accrued a huge collection of videos
over the following decades—reportedly 72,000 hours of taped performances of avant-garde art,
music, and theater as well as independent films. This collection was, in many ways, Moore’s
personal collection, aimlessly assembled and largely based on Moore’s own tastes (i.e., artists
and musicians popular with the ’60s counterculture).74 According to Raúl Marroquin, Moore and
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his cohort did not ingratiate themselves to others interested in video within the art and activist
scene in Amsterdam. He recalls, “It was one person surrounded by this bunch of misfits. […]
They were just too aggressive […] Like, hey, we are the ones who know.”75 The Videoheads
were not the last group to try to take ownership over the terrain of video in Amsterdam.
In 1978, René Coëlho, who had a background in commercial television, set up his own
video art collection called Montevideo, which was focused on distribution of video art.
Meanwhile, De Appel, which established itself as a cutting-edge alternative performance venue
beginning in 1975, had—somewhat unintentionally—found themselves with a rather large
collection of artists’ videos by the early ’80s. In 1980, De Appel founder Wies Smals began the
process of setting up a separate video institute for this collection, which would become Time
Based Arts (TBA) in 1983 shortly before her untimely death later in that year.76 The shift in
funding structures in the Netherlands in 1984 meant that TBA and Montevideo became rivals,
both competing for the same limited funding. The artists of TBA tended to view Coëlho as a
commercially-oriented opportunist who did not actually care about art, while those on the side of
Montevideo saw the artists of TBA as pretentious elitists—often gay and international—who had
co-opted the Dutch scene for themselves.77
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As these conflicts between competing video art organizations in Amsterdam festered, two
organizations outside of the city were formulating somewhat different perspectives on media art
that took them beyond video and television. In the south of the Netherlands in Den Bosch, V2_,
which had already been active as a squatter art venue in the preceding years, began focusing
more on the industrial and experimental noise music scenes. This dovetailed with early media art
installation and performance, and these activities led them to develop a series of manifestos on
media art beginning in 1986. Mediamatic, meanwhile, was located in the north of the country in
Groningen and began organizing their own media art initiatives around 1983. Their early
exhibitions eventually led to the establishment of a media art magazine in 1985, which focused
not just on video art but also on “electro media kunst” with the intention of theorizing and
understanding emerging media.
In addition to V2_ and Mediamatic, there was also a third video and media art
organization that arose outside of Amsterdam in the early ’80s: the World Wide Video Festival
(WWVF) at Het Kijkhuis in the Hague. Directed by Tom van Vliet, the WWVF ran a week-long
festival every year for over twenty years between 1982 and 2004 that evolved out of the video art
collection that Van Vliet and his collaborators had collected for, as he termed it, “a kind of
postponed viewing.”78 Although WWVF, perhaps more than any other video or media art event
in the Netherlands, exposed the Dutch public to the latest video works from around the world,
the format of the event and the focus on distribution cleaved more to the structural apparatus of
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independent filmmaking rather than art-making, at least initially. Due to the WWVF’s alignment
with filmmaking and film festivals rather than squatting, alternative media, and art, this chapter
will not cover their work in depth. Suffice it to say, their goal, though not explicitly stated,
seemed to be to show international artists (i.e., non-Dutch artists) rather than locals, a fact that
the locals inevitably resented.79 The festival was devised as an add-on to the original distribution
model that Van Vliet had devised for the collection, and the venue where the WWVF took place,
Het Kijkhuis, eventually partnered with Electronic Art Intermix in New York to distribute video
art from their collection in Europe.80
V2_ and Mediamatic, in contrast, were each, in their own way, oriented more to the
squatter/DIY tradition in the Netherlands, setting them apart somewhat from the alternative
institutions competing for prominence in the realm of video art collection and distribution. Both
V2_ and Mediamatic were interested in creating platforms and charting a new frontier of media
art beyond video. They sought to theorize the relationship between new technology and art as it
developed. While both V2_ and Mediamatic were involved with exhibiting artwork, they were
not only interested in getting this work in front of an audience but also in understanding the ways
in which artists (and the public) could take control of production through the use of participatory
media. The platform model, unlike a traditional exhibition model, is interactive. Like TBTTM,
there is an element of talking back involved with each organization’s program.
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V2_: Institute for Unstable Media
In 1986, V2_ published their first manifesto. Echoing the forceful and utopian tone of
early twentieth-century artistic manifestos, they outlined a new theoretical direction for the
organization and initiated a break with the early squatter phase of their operation. As detailed in
chapter 2, V2_, which was named for their squat’s original address at Vughtenstraat 234 in Den
Bosch, was forced by the municipal government to move to another space at Muntelstraat
23/Aawal 2a in 1984. They remained at that space for the next ten years, positioning themselves
at the forefront of the avant-garde of new media and experimental sound/music in Europe during
that time. In 1994, as their relevance and status increased in the emerging internet age, they
sought out a larger, more well-connected location in Rotterdam and continued to expand their
media art program.
Although the founders of V2_ had directed its program toward new media projects—
experimental sound, video, etc.—from its inception, they did not formalize this direction until
late 1986. Their first manifesto, as a result, encapsulates a transitional moment for the former
squatters and reflects a wider revival of progressive and avant-garde impulses in art at the time,
defying the dictates of postmodern theory and leaving punk’s proclamation of “no future” in the
past. The excitement around new media technology, which peaked in the early ’90s with the
advent of the internet, created a new avant-gardism and utopianism in artistic practice in Europe,
particularly in the Netherlands and Germany. This new optimism and progressive attitude is
reflected in V2_’s manifestos, which retain elements of the DIY/punk era while simultaneously
celebrating a new era of technological progress.
The first artist manifesto, the Futurist manifesto, was published on the front pages of both
the Gazzetta dell'Emilia and Le Figaro newspapers in 1909. After the Futurists set this
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precedent—i.e., publishing their manifestos in major newspapers—subsequent generations of
artists followed suit. With this history undoubtedly in their mind, V2_ decided to publish their
first manifesto in the Volkskrant newspaper on New Year’s Eve 1986 [Fig.124] as an
advertisement at the bottom of page 3. Its placement was, perhaps, not as dramatic as that of the
Futurists, but it was, nevertheless, an important signal that the squatter-artists of V2_ had
embarked on a serious change of direction. With new media, particularly computer and
networked media increasingly at their disposal, artists were once again beginning to imagine a
future writ large. The manifesto reads:
WE DO NOT WANT TO BRING EXISTING ART TO THE PUBLIC.
WE WANT NEW ART AND A NEW PUBLIC.
OUR GOAL IS TO STRIVE FOR CONTINUOUS CHANGE.
WE WANT TO PROPAGATE THE CONTINUOUS REVOLUTION IN A WORLD FULL OF SOCALLED CERTAINTY AND WE WANT TO BREAK WITH THIS CERTAINTY.
INSTITUTIONAL ART AND THE ART OF CERTAINTY IS THE ART TO AVOID. QUANTUM
THEORY AND THE THEORY OF RELATIVITY HAVE MADE IT CLEAR TO US THAT THE
VISIBLE PERCEPTION OF OUR EXPERIENCE ONLY APPLIES TO A LIMITED AREA. AND THAT
IT IN NO WAY BELONGS TO AN IRREFUTABLE SCIENTIFIC THEORY.
WE WANT TO KEEP DISCOVERING, NOT BECAUSE WE WANT TO KNOW EVERYTHING BUT
BECAUSE WE LOVE THE IDEA THAT WE WILL ALWAYS BE ABLE TO DISCOVER, BECAUSE
WE LOVE THE ENDLESSNESS OF THIS POINT OF VIEW, AND THIS ENDLESSNESS IS OUR
GOAL.
WE MUST GIVE FORM TO THE NEW, ASSUMING THAT NEW FORMS CAN ONLY ORIGINATE
OUT OF NEW CONTENT AND NOT THE OTHER WAY AROUND. MAKING NEW ART MEANS
MAKING NEW CONTENT VISIBLE, TANGIBLE AND AUDIBLE.
ART MUST BE FUNCTIONAL. WE SEE ART AS A FORM-GIVING PRINCIPLE IN SOCIETY. ART
MUST UTILIZE THE MATERIALS, MEDIA, AND POSSIBILITIES OF ITS TIME SO THAT IT CAN
ALSO DEFINE THE TIME.
ART MUST BE A REVOLUTIONARY POWER IN SOCIETY AND NOT THE BEAUTIFCATION OF
A MISERABLE EXISTENCE.
ART, WHATEVER THE MEDIUM, IS, THEN, ALSO NOT AN END IN ITSELF BUT A MEANS OF
REALIZING AN IDEA BEING FORMED. ART MUST NOT HAVE AUTONOMY WITHIN OUR
SOCIAL ORDER, BUT RATHER BE A PART OF IT, NOT TO CONFIRM THE PREVAILING
MORALS AND POLITICS BUT TO PROPAGATE CHANGE. ART MUST NOT TAKE PLACE IN
THE AUTONOMOUS WORLD OF GALLERIES AND MUSEUMS BECAUSE THEY WORK
PRECISELY AGAINST CHANGE. ART DEALING DOES NOT BENEFIT FROM AND THEREFORE
IS NOT INTERESTED IN CHANGE. THEY WANT AN END PRODUCT AND NOT THE PATH TO
MAKING IT. THEY ASSUME THE DRIVE TO DESTROY THE RESULT IS ABSENT. THEIR
MOTIVES ARE LOOSELY CONVEYED THROUGH THE SOCIETAL CODE IN WHICH,
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FOLLOWING AN INTERESTING PROCESS, ARTISTIC KNOWLEDGE HAS ALREADY BECOME
POWER AND THEREFORE INFLUENCE AND PRESTIGE.
OUR MENTALITY AIMS TO CRITICIZE THIS POSITION AND MAKE IT IMPOSSIBLE.
WE LOVE UNCERTAINTY AND CHAOS.
WE STRIVE FOR AN OPTIMAL REALIZATION OF THE POTENTIAL OF THE INDIVIDUAL AND
THE COLLECTIVE AS THE LINK TO A NEW CULTURE.
WE BELIEVE IN THIS LIFE TODAY AND NOT IN THE CREATION OF POSSIBILITIES OUTSIDE
THIS LIFE. WE FOCUS ON THE NOW AND NOT ON THE FUTURE OR ON ANOTHER TIME IN
HISTORY. THE POTENTIAL MUST BE ACHIEVED WITHOUT COMPROMISE NOW. WE WILL
STIMULATE IMPERMANENCE IN ART.

However, this change in direction does not completely dispense with the attitude of the late ’70s
and early ’80s. Although V2_ are still attached to the notions of anarchy, uncertainty and chaos
that dominated the punk era and speak of living in the “now,” their stated goal is to “strive for
continuous change” and to “propagate the continuous revolution.” This is a serious turn away
from the rhetoric of autonomy within both the squatter milieu and amongst expressionist painting
in the early ’80s, signaling a return to the virtue of social engagement in art. The overt
celebration of the new also heralds a revival of an avant-garde posture and is inseparable from
the excitement that new media fostered during this time.
The first manifesto was written in connection with an exhibition, Manifest[0], at V2_
from January 3–17, 1987, which showcased the ways in which an interest in avant-garde music
at V2_ overlapped with other electronic and digital art forms [Fig.125]. The opening night of the
show featured industrial and experimental noise bands The Haters, Strafe für Rebellion,
Selektion, and Iron Brotherhood, as well as a telephone interview with San Francisco-based
electronic musician Kim Cascone. The exhibition, similarly, featured the work of groups and
individuals, including Selektion Optik, Die Tödliche Doris, Annemie van Kerckhoven, Bernd
Kastner, G.X. Jupitter-Larsen, Vivenza, V2 themselves, and Sigi Sinyuga, who were active in the
avant-garde of industrial/noise music and its attendant performance and media art
317

experimentation.81 For example, Selektion Optik’s Xerox Cubes (1987) [Fig.126, Fig.127]
utilized overlapping photocopies and projectors to create a three-dimensional fluctuation of
images. Projections, lights, and monitors were scattered around the venue, illuminating paintings,
sculptures, and installations as well as displaying videos. A logo for the exhibition, which
juxtaposes physics diagrams with a quote from David Hume’s Treatise on Human Nature,
adorned the wall of the space and appeared on the exhibition’s press release [Fig.128, Fig.129].
For V2_, the transition from a squatted alternative art space to a new media art institute
began with their focus, from the mid-80s, on not only the music but, concurrently, the films,
performances, and electronic art installations of industrial bands. In the early ’80s, they had
operated on a smaller, more ad-hoc level, showing mostly local Dutch and Belgian artists, but,
by the mid-’80s, their program was broadening to include artists from further afield. In 1985,
they hosted concerts by legendary industrial groups Einstürzende Neubauten (Germany),
Laibach (Slovenia), and Test Department (UK). They also hosted Sonic Youth (US), who were
in their early noise rock phase, as well as several other noise and industrial groups. Their
program at the time consisted of concerts as well as accompanying exhibitions and film
screenings from many of the same individuals who were in the bands that performed.
Michael Goddard, who argues that the cultural significance of industrial music goes well
beyond its present designation as merely one genre of music among many, writes that groups like
Laibach, a Slovenian band who helped found the Neue Slowenische Kunst (NSK) movement in
1984, “should not be understood as a simple rock band but rather as a multimedia art collective
using rock and pop music as a medium; an arena for investigating the relations between art,
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ideology, popular culture and totalitarianism.”82 V2_, then, with their focus on industrial music,
were adherents to an emerging multimedia art scene in Europe that critically remixed the
aesthetics of early twentieth-century political movements—including nationalist, fascist, and
communist totalitarianisms—through the use of new technological tools. This type of remixing is
reflected in V2’s urge, in the mid- to late ’80s, to commence writing manifestos. To borrow a
term that Goddard in turn borrows from Slovenia art via the writing of Marina Gržinić, V2_’s
manifestos could be considered “retro-avant-garde.”83
Writing about the emergence of a new avant-gardist impulse in former-Yugoslavian
Slovenia after the death of Tito in 1980, Gržinić argues that use of new media and technology
created a “soft revolution” which “allows one to question the visible and the political.”84 She
writes that while the West typically cites the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 as the point at which
a “New World Order” came into existence, ex-Yugoslavians artists began conceptualizing “postSocialist” work after the death of Tito.85 Gržinić argues that, “Thanks to its Socialist heritage,
NSK was able to appear on purely ideological foundations. Laibach (and eventually other NSK
members) used all the classic methods of the avant-garde: manifestos, collective performances,
public provocation and intervention in politics.”86 The artists of V2_ were undoubtedly inspired
by these activities, due to their close contact with Laibach. In their own context, as a new order
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of sorts was forming the Dutch art world with the dissolution of the Beeldende Kunstenaars
Regeling (BKR, see chapter 2) and the government crackdown on squatting, V2_ was propelled
to formulate their own avant-gardism around new media and the “virtual” realm. This
reconfiguration of government subsidy and dismantling of the welfare state can perhaps be
characterized as post-Socialist on a smaller scale. For V2_ as well as their Eastern European
counterparts, the end of Socialism precipitated reflections on the “visible and non-visible,
between the imaginable and un-imaginable” and how competing political and ideological
positions could be presented and represented in the new media landscape.87
The retro-avant-garde aesthetic defined industrial music in many ways. Laibach, Test
Department, Einstürzende Neubauten, and other European industrial bands often drew upon, for
example, the aesthetic style of early Soviet-era socialist realist film—such as those by Sergei
Eisenstein—and the celebration of mechanical noise (and manifesto writing) of the Italian
Futurists in their posters and videos. Given that industrial music arose at a time of rapid
deindustrialization in the west, the interest in avant-garde movements that celebrated industry
could easily be characterized as nostalgic or ironic. Michael Goddard rejects this
characterization. In an essay on Throbbing Gristle, the English multi-media artist
group/industrial band who, along with collaborator Monte Cazazza, gave the genre its name, he
poses the question, “Was this just an ironic post-modern gesture, a reading that seems to be
backed up by the anachronistic reference to the industrial, just as Western societies were
definitely leaving behind industrial modes of production in favour of the post-industrial?”88 No it
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was not, he argues, citing the work of Deleuze and Guattari. This focus on earlier avant-gardes
was not an ironic gesture at all but rather a genuine attempt to produce the “new” via “innovative
technological practices that would subsequently be taken up in digital practices of sampling.”89
He argues that Throbbing Gristle were not merely trying to invent a new genre of music but
rather experiment with “forms of communication,” which would later develop into the
networked media culture of the internet age.90 The trajectory of V2_ and the earnestness with
which they went about their manifesto writing supports Goddard’s argument, as it shows a very
clear evolution from industrial music to an avant-garde enthusiasm for digital media. For V2_,
taking up the mantel of historical avant-gardes was not primarily born out of nostalgia or irony,
but out of a genuine enthusiasm for the new possibilities in art-making that digital and electronic
media presented at the time—a time in which the socialist or welfare state model was in decline.
In October 1987, ahead of another exhibition featuring interactive media installations and
a concert by Test Department, V2_ refined the ideas in their first manifesto to create a
“Manifesto for Unstable Media.” The concept of instability and the ideas laid out in the
manifesto have, to this day, remained important to the organization, which calls itself an
“institute” or a “lab” for unstable media. The manifesto text reads:
WE STRIVE FOR CONSTANT CHANGE; FOR MOBILITY.
WE MAKE USE OF THE UNSTABLE MEDIA, THAT IS, ALL MEDIA WHICH MAKE USE OF
ELECTRONIC WAVES AND FREQUENCIES, SUCH AS ENGINES, SOUND, LIGHT, VIDEO,
COMPUTERS, AND SO ON. INSTABILITY IS INHERENT TO THESE MEDIA.
QUANTUM MECHANICS HAS PROVED, AMONG OTHER THINGS, THAT THE SMALLEST
ELEMENTARY PARTICLES, SUCH AS ELECTRONS, EXIST IN EVER-CHANGING FORMS. THEY
HAVE NO STABLE FORM, BUT ARE CHARACTERIZED BY DYNAMIC MOBILITY. THIS
UNSTABLE, MOBILE FORM OF THE ELECTRON IS THE BASIS OF THE UNSTABLE MEDIA.
THE UNSTABLE MEDIA ARE THE MEDIA OF OUR TIME. THEY ARE THE SHOWPIECES IN

89
90

Goddard, 163.
Goddard, 164.
321

OUR MODERN HOMES. WE PROMOTE THEIR COMPREHENSIVE USE, INSTEAD OF THE
OFTEN PRACTICED MISUSE OF THESE MEDIA.
WE LOVE INSTABILITY AND CHAOS, BECAUSE THEY STAND FOR PROGRESS. WE DO NOT
SEE CHAOS AS SURVIVAL OF THE FITTEST, BUT AS AN ORDER WHICH IS COMPOSED OF
COUNTLESS FRAGMENTARY ORDERS, WHICH DIFFER AMONG THEMSELVES AND WITHIN
WHICH THE PREVAILING STATUS QUO IS ONLY A SHORT ORIENTATION POINT.
THE UNSTABLE MEDIA MOVE WITHIN THE CONCEPTS OF 'MOVEMENT-TIME-SPACE',
WHICH IMPLIES THE POSSIBILITY OF COMBINING MORE FORMS AND CONTENTS WITHIN
ONE PIECE OF WORK. THE UNSTABLE MEDIA REFLECT OUR PLURIFORM WORLD.
UNSTABLE MEDIA ARE CHARACTERIZED BY DYNAMIC MOTION AND CHANGEABILITY,
THIS IN CONTRAST WITH THE WORLD OF ART WHICH REACHES US THROUGH THE
PUBLICITY MEDIA. THIS HAS COME TO A STANDSTILL AND HAS BECOME A BUDGET FOR
COLLECTORS, OFFICIALS, HISTORIANS AND CRITICS.
ART____MUST____BE____DESTRUCTIVE____AND____CONSTRUCTIVE.91

In this revised manifesto, V2_’s optimism around “progress,” achieved through the use of new
technology and science, is even more explicitly stated than it had been in their first manifesto.
Although it may seem counterintuitive, given the breakdown of grand narratives and
criticism of Enlightenment thinking that permeated continental philosophy and critical theory in
the ’70s and early ’80s, the anarcho-communism favored by groups of squatters in the
Netherlands, like those of V2_, was always based on the idea of internal progress—both on the
local level and, as the movement internationalized, within networks of solidarity throughout
Europe.92 This form of progressive politics was not contingent on a technocratic view of society,
like that of the utopian progressives of the ’60s, but, rather, it was reflected in de Certeauian
“tactics,” the bricolage or DIY that arose in tandem with and was empowered by new

91

This is the official translation from V2_’s archive. V2_, “Manifesto for Unstable Media,”
1987, http://v2.nl/archive/articles/manifesto-for-the-unstable-media/.
92
The dissection of metanarratives or grand narratives is perhaps most famously theorized in
Jean-Francois Lyotard, La condition postmoderne: Rapport sur le savoir. (Paris: Minuit, 1979).
During this period, the work of (primarily) French philosophers, many of whom wrote for the
publication Tel Quel, provided a spectrum of critiques of these concepts under the umbrellas of
post-structuralism and postmodernism.
322

technologies. Although the Netherlands was never part of the socialist bloc, the Dutch art world
was, in the ’70s and ’80s, connected to a network in Germany, Eastern Europe, and, even, Latin
America, who were more concerned with resisting government intrusion than battling the
illusory spectacle of consumption. Punks and squatters did not dream of a fully automated
utopian city, as utopianists in the ’60s had done, but of the small-scale DIY utopia that a
photocopier and rudimentary computer or typewriter could facilitate. Do-it-yourself initiatives
were a grassroots—a “rhizomatic”—form of progress that was mobile and temporary. The new
media that was emerging in the ’80s felt different than the old “closed” media—it put production
power in the hands of the poor and the weak in unprecedented ways. Science and Enlightenment
rationality as intellectual constructs were, thus, never really seen as the means of top-down
oppression for the pragmatically-minded punks and squatters of the Netherlands.
Squatters’ occupations of urban space formed temporary autonomous zones or cracks in
the system that had, despite their temporariness, effected real change in the structure of the city
and government policies in the realm of housing. Likewise, pirate media led to more inclusivity
in the media and the beginnings of government-sponsored public-access/community television
like SALTO [Stichting Amsterdamse Lokale Televisie Omroep] in Amsterdam, which was
initiated in 1984. Thus, former squatters increasingly turned to digital media and computer
networks, not only because they offered the promise of the kind of autonomy that had been,
largely, lost in the realm of squatting, but also because they provided new tactical avenues for
progress, not only in society but with regard to artistic expression. The postmodern feeling of
avant-garde déjà vu, that the idea of progress in art was no longer relevant, was evaporating in
the face of so many new tools. While “media” artists of the ’70s and early ’80s—notably Nam
June Paik, who had maintained a sense of optimism around new technology throughout his long
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career—were perhaps always wedded to the idea of progress, even as their peers demurred,
organizations like V2_ were somehow able to fuse the ennui of the “no future” era—an era of
uncertainty, instability, and chaos—with the optimism promised by emerging technology. This
combination created a potent mixture of politics and aesthetics and fostered a unique critical
discourse around new media in the Netherlands.

Mediamatic
While V2_ emerged from the squatter-artist milieu in the south of the Netherlands,
another media art initiative formed in the north of the country, in Groningen: Mediamatic. In
1983, artists Willem Velthoven, Jan Wijle, Frits Maats, Barbara Pyle, Marieken Verheyen, and
Willem Mulder decided to funnel their interests in video and new media into screenings and
exhibitions in the city. Although Groningen is the largest city in the north of the country and
home to a major university as well as a historic art academy, Minerva Academy, its art scene is
relatively small and provincial. According to Velthoven, “Groningen was not very active. And
we were the people doing things. You could organize your own shit. The vacuum also that you
could feel around you in such a place makes the urgency to do something yourself.”93 Velthoven
went to Minerva to study design but found the lack of intellectualism at the school disheartening.
At the time, a friend, Max Bruinsma, was studying art history at the university, and, hearing that
Velthoven was looking for a degree course with more critical engagement, convinced him to join
the art history program.
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At the time, there was a contingent of lecturers and professors at the university, including
Lon de Vries Robbé and Sabrina Kamstra, who were deeply engaged with contemporary art
writing and curation and became instrumental in introducing Velthoven to the wider art world.
Velthoven also cites Leendert van Lagestein, who ran an art center in the town called Corps de
Garde, as a means by which he came in contact with the work of contemporary artists and critical
engagement with their work. According to Velthoven, “[Van Lagestein] brought a lot of very
interesting people through the Netherlands. Very inspirational work. [De Vries Robbé] was
teaching me contemporary art. She was teaching us about how artists use film and video, and
stuff like that. It was like, ‘Wow… Wow, this is cool.’”94 As part of the art history program, the
students were organized into groups and tasked with designing their own exhibitions in town,
which gave Velthoven and his peers a taste for curating. Additionally, Velthoven secured access
to the video department at the university and was able to offer local artists access to equipment
that would have been prohibitively expensive had they rented it privately. This experience and
his connections to art historians, curators, and technicians in the city all contributed to the
formation of Mediamatic.
Once Velthoven, Possel, and the other artists they were working with had decided to
organize events together, they needed a name. According to Velthoven, it was something he
came up with as a joke. He recalls:
We were seated in a café called the Brasserie in Groningen […] having a meeting on how
we are going to organize ourselves and we needed a name. And we were just
brainstorming, and I made a joke because I had this ironic habit — if something was
really plastic-y crappy I would call it plastomatic, because […] this trailing word
‘-matic’ was used in the ’50s to signify modernity. The automatic transmission of the
only Dutch car ever produced was Variomatic. So I joked like, ‘Let’s call it Mediamatic,’
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and Barbara Pyle said, ‘Oh, wow, that’s a great name, that’s a fantastic name, let’s do
Mediamatic.’ And I said, ‘No, no, no, let’s not do that that. It was a joke. It’s not serious.
That was irony.’ And she goes, ‘No, that’s a great name. Let’s call it Mediamatic.’ And
she convinced all the others.95
In 1983, once Mediamatic was born, they staged their first screening events in a squatted local
theater—the Grand Theatre on the Grote Markt—in the center of Groningen. They put on four of
these events, screening the work of a selection of international video artists. They were able to
access this work by tapping into the already-established networks of video art distribution in the
Netherlands and, in the process, joined the growing circuit of video art venues around the
country.96
Following their success in organizing these initial screenings, Mediamatic decided to
stage a more ambitious exhibition of video art at the end of 1983. On December 16, they hosted
the event Ooghoogte (Eye-height) at the Artotheek in Groningen, which was located in the De
Faun building at Zuiderdiep 35. This location became their regular venue until they moved to
Amsterdam permanently in 1986. The program for Ooghoogte featured multimedia/video
installations and performance works and included two members of the Mediamatic collective
(Barbara Pyle and Frits Maats) as well as four other local artists (Jannie Pranger, Cristie van
Proosdij, Klaas Koetje, and Christine Chiffron) [Fig.130]. The response from the public was
largely positive and the exhibition was well-attended. Emboldened, the group made their video
exhibitions at De Faun a regular occurrence and held three more events in Groningen the
following year.

95

Velthoven.
Pauline Terreehorst, “Opkomst En Ondergang van Videokunst in Nederland,” in Kunst En
Beleid in Nederland 5, ed. Fenna van den Burg et al. (Amsterdam: Boekmanstichting/Van
Gennep, 1991), 54; Velthoven, interview.
96

326

In 1985, Leendert van Lagestein, who ran Corps de Garde, failed to secure additional
funding to keep it running and had to close. He decided to move down to Amsterdam to a large
squatted complex on Conradstraat in the islands east of the central station and encouraged
Velthoven and his then-partner Jans Possel—who continues to direct Mediamatic with
Velthoven today—to stake out a space there as well. In addition to planning six more video art
events in Groningen, showing work by a variety of international artists, Velthoven and Possel
were frequently travelling back and forth between Groningen and Amsterdam. According to
Velthoven, “Then we have a pied-à-terre in Amsterdam, it’s handy. […] There were artists and
junkies and mentally disordered and freedom fighters… and it was all a big, big mess. There
were also some people doing art projects inside the squats […] It was very unsafe and open and
some people were crazy, making campfires in the space. That was very rough. […] we were
living there part time […] I kept my studio in Groningen. I had this equipment like a dark room
and things like that.”97 While in Amsterdam, Velthoven and Possel were able to solidify their
connections to the video art scene outside of Groningen, working with both Montevideo and
Time Based Arts on different occasions, which put them on the map of media and video art
organizations around the country.
While Mediamatic’s video art exhibitions in Groningen were ambitious, Velthoven soon
felt that their ambition had outgrown the audience in the small northern city. Their next move
was to start a media art magazine. Velthoven describes the motivation for starting the magazine
as something that was born “out of necessity,” due to the isolation they felt in Groningen and
their desire to connect to others interested in new media and video. He says:
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We were in the car, driving to Amsterdam, in the Polder. We were just talking we were
like, ‘What are we going to do?’ You know, we were sitting there in Groningen. Then we
thought maybe we should start a magazine, a communication platform to exchange with
others. Now you would just start a blog. Since I had graphic design skills, I was then a
graduated graphic designer, making my living by designing exhibitions and books and
stuff. […] we had all the skills. I was studying still art history, so we had all of the people
that did the thinking and the writing, the library and we had artist friends and I knew how
to make a graphic product and how to get a discount at the printers. […] So we got a bit
of initial funding to make a zero issue and that came out in ’85.98
With the help of Jan Wijle, who was familiar with arts funding applications, Mediamatic secured
5000 guilders (approx. €4000 today99) in funding to produce a zero issue of the magazine in
1985.
The main aim of the magazine was international exchange, so it was published
bilingually in both English and Dutch from the beginning. Mediamatic was already an
international collective, as one of the founders, Barbara Pyle, was American, and the art scene in
Netherlands was extremely international at that point thanks, in part, to post-graduate institutions
like the Jan van Eyck Academy and the international participants they attracted. In addition to
these internal connections, Velthoven and Possel were also frequently traveling to see shows in
neighboring countries and were interested in connecting to an audience outside the Netherlands.
According to Velthoven, “The goal was to have an exchange. We can’t do that in a funny local
language. But, also, the scene was quite international, then that’s why you want to connect.”100
The magazine represented a definitive shift away from the cut-and-paste aesthetics of the punk
era. Using their photography, graphic design and early computer skills, the Mediamatic
collective was able to produce a high-quality professional publication right from the start.
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Given his background in design and publishing, Velthoven already had a certain amount
of equipment at his disposal—both on his own and through his ties to the university—and had
spent some time learning computer programming and creating computer-generated sound and
graphics compilations in the summer of 1983. This was not his first experience with computers,
though; his father had worked as Head of Records at the university hospital and used a big
mainframe computer, so Velthoven had early experience of “very big, very noisy, very
inconvenient computers.”101 This interest in and knowledge of rudimentary programming proved
to be beneficial to the publication, as they were then able to secure professional typesetting via
modem. Velthoven explains:
I discovered something, namely that the national newspapers, […] Volkskrant and Trouw
and Parool, had a shared printing facility and a typesetting facility. Because they are
daily newspapers, they had a backup typesetting system. […] When one breaks down,
you still have to produce three newspapers. They were actually selling downtime use of
their spare typesetting system for very little money… if you knew how to use it, because
they would not do the typesetting. You'd send the digital version of your text via a
modem directly to the typesetting system. Already in ’85. They published a protocol,
like, how can you do extra codes in your text, this is a headline, etc. It is a bit like HTML
kind of markup. […] Of course, to have that quality, also attracted more people like, ‘Oh
wow, this is real. I want to be published here.’102
In addition to the use of computers for typesetting and sending their material to the printers,
Velthoven and his Mediamatic colleagues were active BBS users as well. Velthoven describes
being part of the Fidonet system, a world-wide network of BBSes created in 1984 that was an
early precursor to the World Wide Web.103
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Unlike V2_, Mediamatic never released a retro-avant-garde manifesto or any baldly
utopian statements of purpose. To the extent that V2_’s manifestos were abstract and poetic,
Mediamatic’s magazine was, in contrast, relatively pragmatic. Their clear, practical approach to
defining the emerging field of media art was, however, no less optimistic than V2_ and similarly
reflected the enthusiasm and excitement around new technological tools in the Netherlands at the
time. The magazine ran from 1985 until 1999, during which the publication reflected the
zeitgeist of the early internet era and commented on many of the important issues in European
media art scene at the time. Beginning in 1989, they also produced and distributed CD-ROMs
along with the print magazine, which contained artworks and multimedia material.104 Over the
years, they covered a diverse range of theoretical perspectives on media art, published essays on
media art history, and reported on festivals and exhibitions such as Ars Electronica and
Documenta. Beginning in 1988, BILWET (See chapter 1), via Geert Lovink, were frequent
contributors to Mediamatic. Lovink himself is credited as part of the editorial team starting in
that year.
The zero issue of the magazine was produced in late 1985. The subheading of the title
[Fig.131] reads, simply, “Dutch Magazine on Media Art and Hardware Design,” and their first
editorial statement at the beginning of the issue outlines a clear, practical ambition for the
publication: to reflect on and legitimize emerging media art practices. The statement is notable in
that it makes pains to cover media art in general, rather than just video art. Naming Nam June
Paik as its founding figure, the short statement declares that, “In the Netherlands […] a large
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number of artists use audio, video, and computers.”105 Incidentally, in later issues, the
subheading was simplified to “Media Art and Hardware Design” (October 1986, v.1#2) and then
“European Media-Art Magazine” (September 1987, v.2#1). The logo for the magazine, which
can be seen on the cover of the zero issue, is an hourglass and a lightning bolt, time and
electricity being the essential elements of their field of interest.
The contents of Mediamatic’s zero issue certainly reflected the open-ended editorial
perspective of the magazine. In the issue, the editorial statement is followed by drawings and a
short statement by media and installation artist Servaas Schoone on “emotional TV for the
future” and an essay by Marie-Adèle Rajandream on preserving the work of Livinius van de
Bundt, who is characterized as “the first artist in our country who utilized video techniques.”106
These texts are followed by an essay by artist Jouke Kleerebezem, who provides perhaps the
most theoretically-oriented statement on media art in the issue. Referencing the segregation of
video art in a stairwell at the Stedelijk Museum, Kleerebezem argues that media art has an
important role deconstructing power structures in contemporary culture. Using language similar
to that used by V2_ in their manifestos, he writes, “We must adapt ourselves to complexity. In
order to get used to a state of chaos, we must, first, increase chaos as much as possible. Right
now, fragmentation controls the means as well as the application of technology and media. It
threatens commonly accepted significations as well as the validity of the term significance
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itself.”107 In addition to these articles, the issue also includes an essay by Jans Possel on Italian
designer Ugo La Pietra, imagery by Kleerebezem, Frits Maats, and Beatrijs Hulskes, and a
review of Bruce Naumen’s piece Good Boy, Bad Boy (1985) that had recently been screened as
part of the World Wide Video Festival.108
Serendipitously, the launch of Mediamatic Magazine coincided with the organization of
Talking Back to the Media (TBTTM). The zero issue, therefore, also includes an article, cited
above, on the genesis of the TBTTM project. Due to the close-knit nature of the media and video
art scene in the Netherlands in the mid-’80s, Mediamatic already had strong ties to the organizers
of the festival, including Sabrina Kamstra, and the participating artists, including Max Bruinsma,
who wrote up the article on TBTTM in Mediamatic.109 They were, thus, able to sell the magazine
in conjunction with the festival and attract an enthusiastic audience that was already critically
engaged with and interested in the development of new media art.
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INTERACTIVE TELEVISION
While these new platforms for media art were being developed around the country, artists
in Amsterdam were still actively imagining ways in which television could be transformed into
an interactive platform. In 1984, the city of Amsterdam established a cable access TV
broadcaster, SALTO, which allowed artists to once again produce experimental TV programs.110
Although it was no longer pirate broadcasting, the work on SALTO was very much a
continuation of pirate TV’s ethos and legacy.111 Many who had been working with television in
those more restrictive times re-launched similar programming on SALTO after 1984. Rabotnik,
which had moved to radio after being kicked off the Amsterdam cable television network in
1982, were able to re-launch a weekly Rabotnik TV show on SALTO in 1987.112 According to
Menno Grootveld, “First we didn’t like it because, of course, it’s much nicer to be completely
autonomous and you don’t have to deal with any kind of authority. After a while, we thought,
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what the fuck, man, what can we do?”113 The show was largely produced by a new group of
people but Grootveld and Mike von Bibikov remained involved in the production.114 Grootveld
also worked on another TV project in the ’90s, TV-3000, together with Hans Kerkhof, where
viewers could call in and decide what the channel should broadcast. In a newspaper article from
1994, Grootveld says, “Interactive television has enormous possibilities. But you can’t let the
development be dictated from the top down.” For TV-3000, Grootveld and his colleagues drew a
sharp line between the kind of program they wanted to create—an artistic, non-commercial
experimental TV show—and the emergence of home shopping networks in the US and
elsewhere in Europe.115
Raúl Marroquin also made ample use of SALTO to broadcast his video projects. After
using the SALTO facilities for several years for a variety of projects, he started his program
Hoeksteen in 1991, which became a popular live venue for political debate in Amsterdam. Eager
for more time in the SALTO studios, Marroquin was able to convince the director to let him and
his crew use the studio from ten o’clock at night until ten the next morning. Exhausted from the
long periods of editing these marathon sessions produced, Marroquin began investigating
whether they could just produce the show live during the night. He soon discovered that there
was a co-axial cable in one of the SALTO studios that would facilitate live broadcasts, and, from
then on, the Hoeksteen became a monthly institution of all night broadcasting, where local
figures would stop by to hang out at various points in the night.116 In 1996, Garcia described the
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project as “by far the most anarchic and controversial tactical tv group in Amsterdam” in a post
over the <nettime> mailing list.117 He writes, “Overnight the Hoeksteen was transformed into a
monthly, non stop, all night party on tv. Produced entirely with consumer equipment, cheap
camcorders combined with improvised graphics from Amiga computers.”118 In 1991, another
platform television project organized by artists was launched on SALTO. P.A.R.K., which was
organized by Maarten Ploeg, Maarten Sprenger, Dick Tuinder, and Peter Mertens, broadcast a
one-hour artwork from a different artist every day on the Amsterdam cable network. Their
slogan was, “To watch is to steal, watch this, tape this,” which resonated with their pirate roots.
Like TBTTM or other platforms that artists in Amsterdam created from the mid-’80s to early
’90s, the platform itself was considered by its creators to be a single “comprehensive artwork.”119

NETWORKED EVENTS
In the late ’80s, Caroline Nevejan emerged as a key figure in the organization of
“networked events,” which were designed around and facilitated by the use of computer
networks. She helped to bring Amsterdam into the internet era by coordinating The Galactic
Hacker Party in 1989 and the Seropositive ball [0+ ball] in 1990, and she went on to play a
supporting role in subsequent networked events.120 The success of these events and the
conversations they started around network technology at the intersection of art, politics,
computer hacking, and journalism meant that others soon followed: The Wetware Convention
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(1991), The Next 5 Minutes (1993), Hacking at the End of the Universe (1993), and the Doors of
Perception (1993). Prior to her work with network events, Nevejan had been active in squatter
circles and was one of the initial contributors to the squatter newspaper Bluf! in 1981. From 1988
until 1999, she was the events producer at the formerly-squatted music and culture venue
Paradiso, where she was instrumental in planning events that combined the political concerns of
the squatter milieu—namely issues around anarchism, autonomy, and democracy—with the use
of new technological tools. As exemplified by these events, media theory, as it developed in the
Netherlands, walked a line between two extremes: pragmatic optimism on one hand and wariness
of the ways new media might be exploited by the powerful on the other.
Dutch artists and activists were excited about exploring the potential for democratic
exchange that network technology presented, and, indeed, it promised (and facilitated) a level of
participation they could only ever dream about before. They took up working with network
computing systems with the goal of using them to connect with like-minded people elsewhere in
the world. Despite their enthusiastic and often-utopian outlook, critical thinking and critical
analysis were still central to their engagement with new technology; they wanted to understand
possible points of control within the system and how computer code can be altered or
manipulated. Nevejan, in an interview with Geert Lovink, explains:
In the 1980’s networks like Peacenet and Greennet provided us with news, which could
travel beyond the censorship rules from countries like South Africa. So the Internet
provided ways to get around not to be trusted formal news reports and it generated ‘trust’
because the witnesses themselves could speak up and testify unedited. When I started to
make shows in Paradiso I collaborated with hackers and through them I found out how
the technology itself is easily manipulated, how any code can be broken and how the
business propaganda of delivering ‘safe’ environments was (and is) a fairy tale. At the
time I could not have formulated it in these terms, but in hindsight I can see that we were
dealing with multidimensional designs and were struggling how all these related and
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contextualized each other and in this process trust appeared to be fundamental to be able
to understand what was happening.121
In a way, these networked events, which centered around a core community of tight-knit local
artists/activists in Amsterdam, served as foil to the wild, untamed world that the internet had
opened up. They were in-person meetings that operated in the context of Amsterdam’s art and
activist scene—organized within a local tradition of activism with a local point of view on the
issues discussed—that could support exploration into the wider world via technological
mediation.
For Nevejan, there was always an aesthetic component to these meetings.122 Just as
Talking Back to the Media had been positioned by Garcia and Carrión as an artwork in itself, the
conferences that Nevejan helped organize were discussed as aesthetic performances that centered
around public debate. Nevejan says:
In conjunction with De Balie, the cultural centre next door [to Paradiso], an Amsterdam
style was developed in which a lot of emphasis was put to create an ‘aesthetics of public
debating’. Discussion was more than a disagreement between key actors. It had theatrical
elements in which the producer took up the role of director. It was in this context that
new communication technology such as telephone, fax, video conferencing, bulletin
board systems and the Internet started to play a role. Why limit a dialogue to those who
were able to gather in a particular time and space when you can also involve others
remotely?123
Thus, communication technology was, first and foremost, seen as a way for a small community
in the Netherlands to open up their political debate to a wider public.124 For European artists and
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activists, in-person meetings in “meatspace” (or, as Geert Lovink puns, “meetspace”) maintained
a delicate balance between the development of network practice in the local community and the
unwieldy outside world. Conferences and meetings, therefore, became a crucial component in
the development of both theory and practice around emerging network technologies in the early
1990s and another manifestation of the temporary autonomous zone.125

The Galactic Hacker Party
In 1989, Nevejan, Rop Gonggrijp, Patrice Riemens, and Marieke Nelissen organized one
of the first critical technology conferences in the Netherlands that dealt with the intersections of
hacking, activism, and art.126 They called it the Galactic Hacker Party, a name inspired by
Douglas Adams’s The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy (1979), but it was also, more formally,
known as the International Conference on the Alternative Use of Technology Amsterdam
(ICATA ’89).127 Taking inspiration from squatter activist publications like Bluf! as well as other
hacker publications such as Datenschleuder (produced by the Chaos Computer Club in
Germany) and the 2600 The Hacker Quarterly (from the US hacker scene), twenty-year-old Rop
Gonggrijp and a group of other young hackers started the zine Hack-tic, which released its first
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issue in January 1989. The title was a portmanteau of hack and tactic, and the subheading of the
magazine, which sums up its founding principle, was “a magazine for techno-anarchists.”128 This
new generation of young anarchists updated the autonomist and anarchist politics from their
punk predecessors by shifting their focus from the city to internet. The cyberpunks had arrived
on the scene.
In 1988, Nevejan invited a group from Chaos Computer Club (CCC), the pioneering
German hacker collective founded in 1981, to Amsterdam, where they could meet and exchange
ideas.129 The CCC had made headlines around the world in 1984 by hacking a security flaw at a
Hamburg savings bank that enabled them to transfer 135,000 Deutschmark out of the bank’s
accounts. The hackers immediately returned the money, and the stunt was praised for exposing
the vulnerabilities of the new electronic systems being used in Germany. The CCC also set the
precedent for in-person hacker meetings in Europe when they staged their first Chaos
Communication Congress in Germany in that same year. Inspired by the activities of the CCC,
the newly founded Hack-tic group in Amsterdam, working with Nevejan, decided to organize
their own hacking event in 1989. On March 29th of that year, they posted an announcement for
the festival on the NEABBS (Nederlands Eerste Algemene Bulletin Board System) followed by
a press release from Paradiso, more explicitly stating that the event would foster “demystification
of modern, and especially computer-technology” in order to prevent the technology being
“restricted to a limited elite of professional and/or business people.”130 According to Nevejan,
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“Apart from a few artists, the formal art world, the funding bodies and the business world would
not support artists who were involved in art and technology.”131 And so, she argues, the media
organizations and collectives had self-organized to help facilitate artist’s experiments with new
technology and that infrastructure, in turn, made organizing GHP and future events possible.
The event consisted of a “cockpit” hacking area in the main hall of the venue as well as
smaller workshops and presentations that took place in the balconies, dressing rooms, and other
small areas of the space.132 Members of the CCC, including founder Wau Holland, were invited
to Amsterdam to attend and participate in the event. Geert Lovink, Geke van Dijk, and Gert de
Bruyne were in charge of reporting the proceedings online to remote audiences as they happened
as well as producing an edited publication of the activities at GHP. The organizers were eager to
make connections outside of western Europe and the US and to give the topics of the event a
more global perspective. Groups in New Zealand, Kenya, and Russia participated remotely using
the text-based network connections that had been set up in the venue (although the Kenyan group
ended up having technical difficulties participating live).133 The venue was also able to connect
to nodes in the US, Germany, France, South Africa, Brazil, and Uruguay.134 A videophone link
was established with Russia, where those on the Russian side were able wave hello from behind
the Iron Curtain, which Nevejan cites as a momentous occasion for those present, akin to
witnessing the moon landing.135
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The Seropositive Ball
The follow-up to GHP (and also known as ICATA ’90) was the Seropositive Ball, an
event centering around AIDS/HIV activism and network culture. The 69-hour program, between
5pm June 21 and 2pm June 24, 1990, was again held at Paradiso and coordinated by Nevejan and
Riemens together with artist David Garcia. The work of AIDS activists in the US in the late ’80s,
particularly ACT-UP, Gran Fury, and Gay Men’s Health cable programs, had made a strong
impression on Garcia, who was keen to investigate how he and his fellow artists in Europe could
similarly respond to the AIDS crisis. He saw the activist artwork being made in the US as a
powerful implementation of the kind of artistic practice that he would later categorize as tactical
media.
In line with the idea of the “aesthetics of debating,” Garcia saw the role of tactical media
in art as a way to bring a discourse or a conversation about, rather than force a dogmatic political
position on the public. He says:
…something like silence equals death for me was the perfect emblem of something
which uses art’s ability to live with ambiguity. And, therefore, an invitation to discourse
rather than an answer to a question. And yet it’s deployed within the context of a
campaign, so it’s kind of intimate media and mass media simultaneously. And does
things that no other form of politics, to my knowledge, had done before. So not agitprop.
And so, those were the differences and that’s what engaged me. That sense that it was
changing the nature of art and the nature of politics so that those two entities were no
longer big enough… That’s why we wanted a term like tactical media because art or
politics didn’t quite encapsulate what exactly we wanted to communicate about both of
those discourses.136
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For Garcia, whose friend and collaborator Ulises Carrión had died from AIDS the previous year,
the beginnings of his involvement with planning network events started from the feeling that
artists in Europe needed to act on behalf of those in their community dying from the disease.
The event was planned to coincide with the 6th International Conference on AIDS in June
1990, which many AIDS activists were boycotting due to the US policy to restrict travel into the
country for people with HIV and AIDS. Since the Seropostive ball was taking place without any
break throughout the night, network connections were established that would facilitate
interaction with boycotters in other time zones, including San Francisco and Rio de Janeiro.137
Although the program included talks by AIDS professionals and researchers as well as
opportunities to share information, the relationship between art and AIDS activism was both the
inspiration for the event and its core conceit. There was an exhibition of photographs, posters,
film, and video, as well as a performance program put together by Wil van der Meer with over
two hundred artists performing.138
Several Americans artists involved in AIDS activism travelled to Amsterdam for the
event. Gran Fury members Mark Simpson and Robert Vasquez were on hand to speak about their
work, and one of their banners, “ALL PEOPLE WITH AIDS ARE INNOCENT,” was hung over
the entrance to the venue. ACT-UP members Gregg Bordowitz and Alexis Danzig were present,
and filmmaker Marlon Riggs also spoke at the event. Towards the end of the program, pieces of
the AIDS Memorial Quilt were unfurled over the balconies.139 A number of Netherlands-based
artists showed work as well. Jaap de Jonge installed a “video-chandelier.” Floris Vos created
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various private spaces inside the hall that were separated by velvet curtains, which Nevejan
argued, “gave the debates the intimacy needed to encourage public participation.”140 A balcony
of the event contained a photo exhibition by Frits de Ridder, who was living with AIDS himself
and made the lives of AIDS patients the subject of his work. Additionally, Nan Hoover, an
American artist who had long been based in Amsterdam, showed her video installation Walking
in Any Direction (1984).
The 0+network, a computer network developed by Rolf Pixley, was used during the event
to post information and reports and hosted an art gallery that was created by David Garcia, Peter
Mertens, and Joel Ryan. It was designed so that it would be easy for those with no computer
experience to use.141 They also established network links to AIDS hospital wards, bookstores,
and the home of someone with AIDS who was too ill to leave his house to participate in the
event.142 The principle aim, as expressed by Heleen Riper and David Garcia was to allow people,
“to speak for themselves” and “to look at it from a variety of perspectives and not simply from
the medical point of view.”143 The technology they used was HyperCard, a piece of software and
programming tool released by Apple in 1987 that predated much of the functionality of the
World Wide Web and early web browsers. HyperCard allowed the organizers of the Seropositive
ball to create a graphical user interface in a series of digital “cards” that users could dial into and
navigate through. Pixley configured the system in this way so that users would not have to
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contend with terminals or command line inputs to read messages on the network. The idea was
that all the material would be accessible with a mouse click.144

The Wetware Convention
The next important networked event was the Wetware Convention on August 2, 1991,
which was organized by Geert Lovink and artist Franz Fiegl, with Menno Grootveld doing live
TV broadcasts of the event. Marleen Stikker, who would become a leading figure in the media
art scene of the ’90s, was also involved in organizing the event in her capacity as director of the
Summer Festival program at De Balie, a theater and center for public debate on arts and culture
that was established in Leidseplein in 1982. Later, Stikker would become one of the founders of
both De Digitale Stad (she was the first mayor of the Digital City) and De Waag, a media arts
organization founded in 1996. For Wetware, De Balie helped facilitate the planning of the event
as well as a publication of theoretical essays on the theme of the conference, but the event
actually took place nearby at the Melkweg, a music venue at Leidseplein (nearby both Paradiso
and De Balie) that had, like Paradiso, been established as a music venue during the
counterculture era.145
Some of the participants, like Lovink, were a consistent presence at all the network
events of the ’80s and early ’90s, but each event was organized by a slightly different
constellation of people. Unlike the GHP and Seropositive ball, Wetware was oriented toward the
media art scene within industrial music. Alongside software and hardware, the organizers were
interested in speaking about and addressing “wetware,” a term to describe water-based “bio-
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machines” like the human brain or the cyborg body. The term had been around since the 1950s
but became a popular buzzword during the late ’80s within cyberpunk circles. The event was, by
all accounts, a chaotic day with performances by artists, experiments with equipment, and
theoretical reflections on the human technological apparatus, all capped off by an enormous
party. Little documentation remains from the event, but, according to Grootveld, it included
performances by industrial bands like Minus Delta T and Laibach, video DJing, a contingent of
theoreticians around Lovink, and a group of artists from Fiegl’s circle. Grootveld says, “It was a
very strange but also fruitful, productive combination of theoretical people and people from the
art world and from the musical scene and also from the world of technology.”146
The event, like the other conferences/events related to network technology during the era,
brought together artists, theorists, and experts in computing. According to Grootveld, “The
Wetware Convention, in my opinion, is one of the most underestimated and crucial events of the
— well, let’s not exaggerate — the last 30 years. That is really true because it was, it came at this
very specific moment in time and lots of things that happened later on, you can more or less trace
back to that event. […] you have hardware, you have software and there is also wetware. And we
should already now pay attention to what is happening to the wetware with all these emerging
technologies, which is still a valuable proposition as far as I’m concerned. I think that was a
crucial event.”147 The event established a discourse about the relationship between the human
body and computing systems, which was an extension of the investigation of the man-machine
relationship in experimental industrial music in the ’80s.
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According to Stikker’s introductory statement in the publication for the event, Wetware
was attempting, at least in some ways, to bridge the gap between techno-utopianism and
criticality, neither backing away from an optimistic outlook on new technology nor falling victim
to blind enthusiasm for it. Her text strikes a defiant note against those that might wholesale reject
the adoption of emerging digital technologies: “The phenomenon of technology is not treated
here with distrust, but held upside down in a consciously naive way, shaken back and forth and
taken apart, in order that its power can be examined.”148 The critical thrust of the convention
highlighted the tension between the “mental space” of virtual reality versus the human body
versus the human as cyborg. The theoretical essays in the resultant publication delve heavily into
the spiritual implications of such man-machine hybrids, and many of the essays attempt to
understand not just the implications of digital technology but how the human body and human
life is affected by the use of this technology.

The Next 5 Minutes
As always, tv-tacticians are lurking, ready to move in the cracks as they appear.
Ready to exploit and even enlarge these cracks. The N5M wants to give a
platform to these efforts.149
-Bas Raijmakers, The Next 5 Minutes Zapbook, 1992

The first Next 5 Minutes (N5M) conference, organized by Geert Lovink and David
Garcia, began percolating in 1992, when the organizers released a packet of “working papers”
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setting out their goals and theoretical perspectives ahead of the conference. Initially, they
discussed the conference in terms of “tactical television” and the booklet they produced was
labelled a “zapbook” because readers could flip “channels” or “zap through different kinds of
material on tv” in the context of the book.150 Although the conference was originally organized
around the concept of tactical television, over the course of the event itself, which took place
from the 8th to the 10th of January 1993, the term was broadened to tactical media.
The stated aim of N5M was “to leave behind the rigid dichotomy between the
mainstream, commercial, and national tv on one hand and the marginal and independent tv on
the other.”151 Tactical television would find a way between the mass-market style universalism
of mainstream television and the introspection and atomization of independent television.
Likewise, tactical media in general would work within the cracks of the mainstream rather than
stay in a segregated realm. The three-day conference was divided into five main topics: the
Camcorder Revolution, the South, Wartime, Eastern Europe, and the Visual Arts.
Coming at a time when the former-Yugoslav countries were enmeshed in an on-going
war and, given Dutch ties to Slovenian art and music via NSK, conversations about tactical
television in Eastern Europe led by Geert Lovink featured heavily in the program. The first day
of event, January 8, featured panels and screenings on the theme of the Camcorder Revolution,
looking at how the availability of personal camcorders had fostered independent television
projects. Starting from the point of view of local alternative TV, the program featured talks by,
among others, Menno Grootveld and Raúl Marroquin. In another panel, the discussion was
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opened up to an international selection of television producers from Austria, Zimbabwe,
Romania, the US, and the Netherlands. Other media—such as network computing and satellite
television—were also featured at certain points over the three days of the conference, and Rop
Gonggrijp spoke on alternative networks and computer hacking as a source for journalists.
The second day of N5M featured more discussion on the role of tactical television in
times of war, particularly with regard to the Yugoslav conflict. The day also featured an event on
tactical television projects in the global South with the aim of exposing “Northern” tactical TV
producers to the activities outside of the US and northwestern Europe. Finally, the last day of the
event focused more on the role of art and visual artists in tactical television production. For
Garcia, the role of the visual arts was a central concern. In the working papers document, he
writes, “Many who once would have called themselves artists have now adopted this title
[“media activist”]. As television is created by teams these interdisciplinary groups may prove in
the long term to have more impact than those who insist on the more individualistic models of
artist’s television.”152 N5M raised questions around not only the role of individual artists but the
role of medium-specificity in the context of video and television. In the working papers, Garcia
includes an article by John Wyvers from 1992 that argues that the term video art should be “done
away with.” Wyvers writes that, because digital culture makes the boundaries of medium
indistinct and their uses pluralistic, video must be free to mix and mingle with other media—
“from digital imaging, from film, from interactive and other technologies, from television
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[…]”153 The change in terminology from tactical television to tactical media is a product of this
shift in the thinking beyond medium.

Hacking at the End of the Universe and The Doors of Perception
Two additional events/exhibitions in 1993 continued the conversations initiated at the
start of the year by N5M. Again, what was unique about these meetings was the way in which
they united aesthetics, computing, and activism under one umbrella, one platform of exchange.
The questions that were emerging around the internet and computing were seen as part and
parcel of both aesthetics and politics.
Positioned as a sequel to the Galactic Hacker Party and organized through Hack-tic,
Hacking at the End of the Universe (HEU) took place from August 4–6 on the Flevopolder, a
piece of reclaimed land that had been built in the 1950s and ’60s to the east of Amsterdam on a
former lake. For three days, participants camped out at Larserbos campground outside of
Lelystad, installing artworks, demonstrating hacks, and taking part in discussions on the use of
network technology by activists. According to Gonggrijp, “What was especially important for
that event was that the image of hackers and computer freaks had to be adjusted. The image of a
hacker was someone who sits behind a computer in a dusty attic room, but now people suddenly
saw young people with cables between their teeth climbing trees.”154 The idea was to consider
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the relationship between technology and the environment and to combine computing with the
DIY spirit of camping or surviving in nature.
The opening discussion of HEU was titled, “Networking for the masses,” and was
designed to pick up where the Galactic Hack Party had left off, taking time to reflect on how
attitudes toward new technology had changed in the previous four years. The program states:
One of the main discussions at the 1989 Galactic Hacker Party focused on whether or not
the alternative community should use computer networking. Many people felt a
resentment against using a ‘tool of oppression’ for their own purposes. Computer
technology was, in the eyes of many, something to be smashed rather than used. Times
have changed. Many who were violently opposed to using computers in 1989 have since
discovered word-processing and desktop publishing. […] Not all is well: many obstacles
stand in the way of the ‘free flow of information.’ Groups with access to information pay
such high prices for it that they are forced to sell information they’d prefer to pass on for
free. Some low-cost alternative networks have completely lost their democratic structure.
Is this the era of the digital dictator, or are we moving towards digital democracy?155
Like the networked events before it, the organizers of HEU emphasized discussion, public
debate, and critical reflection on how participation and democratic principles could be enacted on
computer networks.
The event, which attracted over one thousand participants, also featured a number of
demos on the use of technology, hacking techniques, and how artists make work with the use of
computers.156 One artwork on display at HEU was the Stone-Age Computer (1993) [Fig.132] by
Mathilde µP, the younger sister of Diana Ozon.157 The piece, a working computer keyboard
made from rocks and surrounded by soil, was installed in the campsite in a patch of moss and
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greenery, completely embedded in natural surroundings. Somewhat echoing the concerns of the
Wetware convention, the piece was designed to bring the computer (and the computer user) back
in touch with nature and reflect on how the sterile beige boxes of delicate electronic equipment
could be integrated into the organic workings of the natural world.
In addition to the art, hacking, and partying that took place on the polder that week, the
idea to create the a widely accessible public internet service, De Digitale Stad, was born.158
According to Geert Lovink, the organizers of HEU used the event to attract press attention to the
government’s “harsh” computer crime laws passed in that year and the restrictions on freedom
that these laws represented. Lovink writes, “The idea being that programmers, artists, and other
interested parties, can, if they are moving early enough, shape, or at least influence, the
architecture of the networks.”159 The next step would be to take control over how the internet
was implemented in the Netherlands before the government could hobble it with legislation.
A few months after HEU, from the 30th to 31st of October, another network event, the
Doors of Perception, took place in Amsterdam. Like the GHP/HEU and N5M, it was the first in a
series of (mostly) biannual events. It was named after Aldus Huxley’s 1954 account of his
experiences taking mescaline—a hippie classic in the 1960s. Initiated by British writer John
Thackara and co-organized Willem Velthoven, the event focused on the future of design in the
digital era and its ecological and social impact. The event came about as part of an ongoing,
international conversation on the topic of digital design between the organizers and many of the
participants. For example, Velthoven and Thackara were introduced to one another through
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mutual connections to Kayoko Ota, a designer and architect in Tokyo that Velthoven had
collaborated with through Mediamatic. The Doors of Perception website explains the reasoning
for organizing the first event, saying, “We did the first conference in 1993 to find out what the
Internet meant for design - and vice versa. There was a lot of talk in the US about teleshopping,
and video-on-demand. This sounded boring, so we organised Doors to consider more exciting
and useful alternatives. The result was more excitement than answers, but at least we added a
critical note to the debate about the role of ICTs.”160 Originally planned to take place at the
Stedelijk museum, the turn-out was so good—650 people attended—that they were forced to
move the event to the large conference center at the RAI in the south of the city.161 Topics
covered included interactive architecture and art, the relationship between nature and cyberspace,
video games, and the shift from printed work to electronic text.162
This event, like the others that came before it, continued to foster debate and open up new
lines of inquiry into the meaning of the emerging culture of computer networks. Geert Lovink,
however, criticized the event, writing that Mediamatic had the potential to be “a sophisticated
European counterpart of Wired,” but instead allied itself with “business-geared design
conferences Doors of Perception.”163 Lovink also criticized Mediamatic for focusing on CDROMs instead of developing a larger online presence in the early to mid-90s. Despite Lovink’s
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criticism, however, each of the networked events that took place in 1993—including Doors of
Perception –added something different to the discourse around internet culture that was
flourishing in Amsterdam at the time. While Doors of Perception focused more on design, HEU
focused on the tension between the environment and computing, and N5M developed the
concept of tactical media. All of these events worked at the intersection of aesthetics, politics,
and media. The platforms that they created for meditation on the meaning of emerging media
technology placed thinkers in Amsterdam at the forefront of net theory during the 1990s.

CONCLUSION
The idea of media as an aesthetic category—of television or digital art as new domains
that would manifest particular medium specificity—was never the main focus for those working
with new technological tools. This can be seen in the way that the use of television and digital
media in Amsterdam—including pirate TV—was often not (and is still not) explicitly
categorized as fine art, even if it was the work of artists. The main reason for this disconnect is
that the politics of autonomy that had been cultivated during the height of the squatters’
movement, which in turn owe much to the radical politics of Provo, laid the foundation for many
of these projects. This political base, which operated outside the mainstream art world, was
largely unconcerned with individual authorship/ownership and market forces.
In the Netherlands, the focus on and tradition of forming alternative and autonomous
spaces and initiatives only strengthen over time and had created a situation where, by the late
’80s, there was a powerful infrastructure for extra-institutional art and activism already in place.
Autonomous art spaces were heavily invested and involved with other autonomous spaces that
were not specifically focused on art. This solidarity network between alternative art and other
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forms of activism meant that “non-artists” were uniquely focused on aesthetics while artists were
uniquely involved with politics, without labelling or certifying their activities as any kind of
institutionally-recognized social praxis. It seems that no one was overly concerned with policing
the boundaries of art, activism, politics, journalism, or computer science, and, so, the networked
events that were organized between 1989 and 1993 were fluid between all of these disciplines.164
At the center of these activities was a concern for how network technology could facilitate
democratic participation on both the local and global scale and how alternative media could be
used tactically to check the power of governments and capitalist enterprise alike.
In January 1994, this series of networked events culminated in the creation of the first
freenet in the Netherlands, De Digitale Stad (DDS, The Digital City). DDS was, unlike the
internet service providers we know today, not created by business entrepreneurs, nor was it
created by the government or academia. It was an independent platform dreamed up by a group
of cyberpunk hackers and veterans of the squatters’ movement, who saw the emerging internet as
an opportunity to organize, communicate, and create. The crack that had opened in urban space
during the squatters’ movement in Amsterdam in the early ’80s had been a space of freedom and
autonomy, but the decline of squatting was not the end of the tactical politics undergirding it. As
the crack in the city closed, another crack was opening in the digital realm.
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EPILOGUE
SQUATTING THE DIGITAL CITY
We live in a single constricted space resonant with tribal drums.1
-Marshall McLuhan

With the advent of the internet, McLuhan’s concept of the “global village” became a
popular metaphor (a cliché, really) to describe the increasingly interconnected planet. McLuhan
envisioned a future where people would be free to experience and live among many cultures at
once, slipping out of the confines of geography and borders on a stream of electrons. A small
country like the Netherlands and a small city like Amsterdam, had a role to play, not as
individuals surfing global cultures but as a tribe with jointly-developed ideas about how culture
on the network and networked culture should operate.2 Thanks to Provo and the squatters’
movement, Amsterdam had long contained a city within a city (or, a village within a village)—a
tight-knit community of artists and activists who were staunch believers in autonomy and
personal freedom within a cooperative community. Squatters had developed ways to crack into
the urban fabric and carve out new spaces—new temporary autonomous zones—within the
established order. As these squatters, together with artists and activists, moved into a virtual
space (i.e., a media space), urban tactics became media tactics. The playing field had changed
but the values of openness, democracy, participation, interaction, and autonomy survived. So,

Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own.
1
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University of Toronto Press, 1962), 31.
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the city—which is easily walkable and bike-able—was facilitated by the protests of activists in
the ’60s against planned urban renewal (see chapter 1).
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when it came time to enter the “global village,” these artists and activists (and hackers) entered
as a tribe, not as individuals. In 2001, David Garcia described the Next 5 Minutes as a “tribal
gathering of indymedia,” and, indeed, networked events, including N5M, helped guide the tribe
through the transition from city space to cyberspace by creating platforms that fostered both local
tribal unity as well as a utopian hope of connecting to like-minded people around the globe.3 As
networked culture developed in Amsterdam, the concerns of the local—and the tribe—were
always balanced against the ways that tribe reached out to the wider world.
The internet art that developed in Europe in the mid-1990s, particularly the work
associated with the Net.art movement, united old tribe members and new ones. The artists of Jodi
(Joan Heemskerk and Dirk Paesmans), for example, who met at the Jan van Eyck Academy in
1990, joined the ranks of veterans of the squatter art and alternative media scene like Franz Feigl,
Geert Lovink, Erik Hobijn, Walter van der Cruijsen, and Dick Verdult in both virtual spaces like
the <nettime> mailing list and brick-and-mortar computer labs like Desk.nl, located in a canal
house in the center of Amsterdam.4 They, in turn, met up on- and offline with
artists/theorists/writers from Germany like Pit Schulz and Tilman Baumgärtel, artists from
Slovenia like Luka Frelih and Vuk Cosic—who had their own version of the Desk.nl computer
art lab called Ljudmila, Russians like Olia Lialina and Alexei Shulgin, and the English artist
Heath Bunting, to name a few key figures. The development of online, virtual artwork—
accessible to anyone with an internet connection and a web browser—was, however, still a few
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years away. If the story of squatting and media art that I have outlined in the preceding chapters
can be viewed as a pre-history of internet art in the Netherlands, it would be fitting for it to end
at the point where most histories of internet art begin: with the invention of the internet. Or,
rather, with the invention of the Dutch internet.
The Dutch role in shaping an alternative internet culture, one that did not revolve around
internet start-ups or Silicon Valley entrepreneurship, has been explored by some of the figures
who helped shape it, including Caroline Nevejan. Riffing on an often-misquoted statement from
former Vice President Al Gore regarding his role in promoting the development of the early
internet, the title of Caroline Nevejan and Alexander Badenoch’s essay “How Amsterdam
Invented the Internet” is meant as a humorous legerdemain.5 The essay does not actually claim
that Amsterdam invented the internet any more than Gore did. Instead, Nevejan and Badenoch
detail the role that grassroots politics and activism played in bringing the internet to the Dutch
public, mirroring Gore’s actual (if awkwardly-worded) statement from 1999 that he “created” the
internet by pushing for legislation that would enable its implementation. In the case of
Amsterdam, as I have outlined in depth in this dissertation, artists in the Netherlands played a
leading role in developing a critical, leftwing, anti-capitalist politics around new media and—
eventually—network technology, via autonomist/anarchist ideals in the squatters’ movement and
the practice of creating DIY, pirate, and alternative media.
The development of De Digitale Stad (DDS)—the Digital City—is the product of artists’
and activists’ decade-long obsession with creating autonomous platforms, cracks in the
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established order or temporary autonomous zones (TAZs) where citizens can direct the destiny
of their own open, free, and fair communities.6 As the possibility of squatting the physical city
was increasingly foreclosed, the virtual realm seemed to offer the tantalizing opportunity to
create a new crack, a new TAZ, to occupy for a time. It is fitting, then, that this first public
internet portal—free and open to the public—would be developed using the metaphor of the city.

THE DIGITAL CITY
Arriving at each new city, the traveler finds again a past of his that he did not
know he had: the foreignness of what you no longer are or no longer possess
lies in wait for you in foreign, unpossessed places.7
-Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities

Born ten years after the squatters’ movement in Amsterdam began to decline, De Digitale
Stad allowed members of the alternative culture scene in Amsterdam to once again reinvent the
notion of “home.” It was a new opportunity to realize a temporary autonomous city, albeit now
in a dematerialized realm. Douglas Murphy argues that the displacement of utopian aspirations
from physical home to homepage effectively quashed the experimentalism prevalent in 1960s
architecture and urbanism. He writes:
Gone were pretensions towards large-scale physical change; from then on utopia was
within cyberspace, in the frontier lands of the Internet. […] In this severance, something
important was lost. Abandoning genuinely spatial terrain in favour of conducting battles

6

Geert Lovink, addressing the uptake of Hakim Bey’s TAZ within early ’90s internet culture,
writes, “TAZ, as it was understood within the first phase of the hypes (1993–1996), became
attached to a (cyber) libertarian agenda, a geek culture to which the anarchist author of TAZ had
only loose ties. See Geert Lovink, Dark Fiber: Tracking Critical Internet Culture (Cambridge:
MIT Press, 2002) 234–239.
7
Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities, trans. William Weaver (San Diego: Harcourt Brace & Company,
1974), 28–29.
358

in the frontier of cyberspace meant also that the fight over the ideas that had been so
vital—over how people should be housed, over what rights they had to the spaces of the
city, over notions such as dwelling itself—were completely forfeited.8

Housing activism did not, however, simply decline with the advent of postmodern architecture
and the invention of the internet, as Murphy argues. Even as professional architectural
production made a conservative turn in the late ’70s and ’80s, radical utopian housing strategies
were being advanced by squatters’ movements like that in Amsterdam. Many of the values that
were applied to housing in the ’60s and ’70s were not much forfeited as adapted to the changing
technological landscape in the years that followed. As the potential for freedom, flexibility,
creative expression, and autonomy were whittled away in urban space in the late ’80s,
cyberspace arose as the “place” where the values developed in the squatters’ movement could be
advanced further. Just as the utopian architecture of the ’60s began to seem dystopian to many in
the decades that followed,9 the utopian hope for cyberspace in the ’90s now seems naive. For
artists and activists in the squatter milieu of the late ’80s, however, a move to cyberspace was not
intended as a retreat but, instead, a bold move forward into a new autonomous zone. Like others
before it, it was destined to be temporary.
De Digitale Stad was launched on January 15, 1994, as a joint project of De Balie and
Hack-Tic, having been developed over the course of the previous year. As detailed in chapter 4,
1993 was an important year for artists and activists in Amsterdam to deepen their
understanding—over the course of three networked events (the Next 5 Minutes, Hacking at the
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End of the Universe, and the Doors of Perception)—of their role in and relationship to emerging
network technology. Shortly after Hacking at the End of the Universe, in the summer of 1993,
Marleen Stikker, on behalf of De Balie, approached Rop Gonggrijp of Hack-Tic about doing an
internet project together.
Eager to drum up more political engagement before an upcoming municipal election in
the city, local politicians were looking to facilitate and fund projects that encouraged public
dialogue. Stikker, in her capacity organizing events at De Balie, jumped at the opportunity. The
name “the Digital City” was inspired by a suggestion from David Garcia, who proposed that the
network be called “the Invisible City,” in reference to the Italo Calvino novel Invisible Cities
(1974). Although Stikker felt that “invisible” was not quite the right adjective, she was
enthusiastic about using the metaphor of the city for the project and, so, settled on the name the
Digital City. She says, “I was intrigued by the city concept, not in order to build a bridge to the
geographic reality, as to metaphorically use the dynamics and diversity of a city […] the way
different cultures and domains meet.”10 In the tradition of ex-squatter media art organizations as
well as the conferences organized in the early ’90s, discussed in chapter 4, the DDS was set up as
an artistic, cultural and political project rather than a business venture.
Hack-Tic provided the technical knowledge necessary to realize the project. Since May
1993, they had been running a machine that was connected to the nascent internet twenty-four
hours a day. They called it XS4ALL (access for all) and used it to run their subscription-based
Hack-Tic Network.11 XS4ALL later developed into the first internet service provider in the
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Netherlands—after Hack-Tic broke away from DDS in 1995—which, at least initially, stayed
true to the group’s radical roots.12 Reflecting the anarchist and autonomist politics of its
instigators, DDS was designed to be a digital temporary autonomous zone, where public debate
and democratic participation could flourish with little oversight. Although it was government
funded, the system was independently controlled: autonomy and freedom were its core founding
values. Because it was initially an experiment to increase public participation in politics ahead of
the Amsterdam municipal elections in March of 1994, the DDS was only meant to last for ten
weeks. The experiment was so successful, however, that the platform survived until 2001.13 As
more mainstream internet access became profitable in the Netherlands, DDS lost its relevance
and was eventually sold off.14
According to social scientist Manuel Castells, who featured Amsterdam in his book The
Internet Galaxy as a key site for the development of “citizen networks,” the DDS “epitomized
the origins of European citizen networks in the countercultural movements and in the hacker
culture […].”15 The DDS was a “freenet,” which meant that it was a type of platform developed
in the late ’80s that was set up and run independently by citizens and free for public use. Its
interface [Fig.133, Fig.134, Fig.135, Fig.136, Fig.137], unsurprisingly, was constructed around
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the metaphor of the city with its own city square, post office, red light district, bars, and more.
These city features were not, however, depicted as exact skeuomorphic representations but had
their own abstract navigational forms.16 Users also had the option to connect to the wider internet
via the DDS system. Even though the network was conceptualized, on some level as a local
community forum, the organizers made it clear that the city limits should extend beyond
Amsterdam and beyond the Netherlands. As the user manual states, “The Digital City is,
nonetheless, set up as an international city, an open city connected with the greatest and most
important computer network in the world: the internet. The computer of the Digital City has a
permanent connection with 1.8 million other internet-computers in 137 countries.”17
Ultimately, the creation of DDS was tactical. The experienced band of ex-squatters,
media artists and activists were well aware that agency in foreclosed spaces must be carved out
and held fast. They knew that soon the experimental networks they had been playing with at
alternative media events would be commercialized and they could be suddenly excluded from
the conversation in a system that did not conform to the ethics and values they believed in. As
Geert Lovink says, “What had to be prevented, in the eyes of the Digital City founders was a 1:1
copy-paste from the ‘old’ days of mass democracy […] the group decided not to write
manifestoes [sic] or reports with recommendations but to take the avant-garde stand and move
into the terrain as soon as possible: establish a beachhead, land as many troops as possible and
occupy the entire territory.”18 From the city to the digital city, a coalition of squatters, artists, and
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activists were able to direct the conversation around networked culture and digital life in the
Netherlands in ways that still echo today.
From browser-based artworks and critical internet theory in the ’90s to the emerging
resistance to contemporary social media and platform economics today, the lessons of squatting
and tactical media remain relevant to computing and network technology and its role in society.
The history of new media art in Amsterdam has shown that artists can play a central role in
understanding these shifts and occupying the cracks, creating something new in the margins of
the established order.
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